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        That Could Have Gone Better

    
    
    
    
                A standalone tale about a modern student brought through time and space to a land of myth and fantasy. There, an escape attempt is underway and is quickly set upon by the prisoner's keepers. The stakes and tensions run high as the new arrival and the prisoner finish the escape and find themselves traveling through lands unfamiliar to both. Actions have consequences, however, and escape from Adympia is not so easily achieved. Follow the adventures of Amelia and Dexter as the pair flee from the clutches of the Elven empire of Adympia and travel the land beyond. What will they find there? What obstacles will they face? Only time will tell.

            

    
        0. The Hidden Cave

    
    
    
    
                In the infinite expanse of the universe, there are no two ideas more contradictory than fate and free will. They are strings that direct the very universe itself as it hurtles through time. Every action performed, every spell spoken, every incantation crafted, can be explained using these ideas. Yet these ideas contradict. They do not agree upon the forces that govern the universe. One is a description of destiny, truth, and order; immutable and unchanging despite the efforts of man, myth, and machine alike. The other lends itself to chaos, deceit, and the uncertainty of choice; spiraling out of control until the end is finally written. They are complete opposites, incompatible in every sense of the word. A world of fate has no free will. A world of free will has no fate.

They diametrically oppose each other, eternal in the push and pull of their individual philosophies. They are opposites yet can be seen as two ends of the same rope. One invariably leads to each other. The free will of an individual will weave a quilt of fate that cannot be avoided. The quilt of fate will affect the free will of an individual. Those that affect the world in greater and greater quantities must, therefore, caution themselves on the fate they weave for themselves.

This fact is observed in the world of magic, no spell or enchantment is without a price. The manipulation of mana affords a certain power that makes decisions all the more impactful. Those with power must caution themselves on the quilt they create for themselves. Yet they have the free will to do what they will with their power. Those that grow their power often forget this lesson. They become a scourge on their land and seek only to better themselves, regardless of the wishes or wellbeing of those around them. Sadly, fate is slow to act but powerful in its execution. Endless atrocities can be performed before their quilt of fate is complete, woven by their own hands. Once their quilt is complete, it only becomes a matter of if and when their quilts will fall, in this life or the next. It is up to those around them to decide.



Nestled deep within the hills of a world, most alien to you and I, lies a cavern. A cavern illuminated by deep darkness, like the maw of a predator, waiting to snatch its next victim. The inhabitants of this cave are familiar yet strange. Their appearance and names come from our fantasy, elegance, and beauty present throughout, but they deviate from expectations.

One such creature of fantasy was hastening through the tunnels within. The dark figure stalks through the caves, cloak billowing behind him. His stature towered above his brethren, but in our world, he would be comically stout. His head would stop short of most anyone’s heart, though his head would be just as large as ours. The eyes peering from his hood were swelled larger than golf balls in their sockets with retinas the size of quarters.

He slinked through the dank caverns towards his objective for the evening, a ritual most precise and deliberate that would finally appease his faux master. “For once, mayhaps Almar will relinquish his knowledge on the outsider weapons he possesses. The lord would be most pleased to learn its secrets.” The figure finally came upon a door along the walls of the cave. Archaic muttering could be heard through it as he approached. Robed guards stood on either side of the door, accompanied by braziers that threw dancing flames on the walls behind them. The figures bowed to the newcomer and he waved them aside as he passed.

The door opened of its own accord as he drew close and allowed him to ingress into the strange ritual. He pulled his hood back, revealing his strange ears to the world, as the door closed as quickly as it had opened. The chanting echoing around the cave. The guttural incantation caused an involuntary twitch in his ears, pointed and extending an inch or two beyond our own. The ritual before him was a strange and unnatural one, born out of decades of time and research, derived from knowledge on the realms and the stars beyond. Hooded figures lined a circle carved into the floor, runes cut deep into the hard earth. Archaic staves of iron and magic held purple flames between each figure, two dozen in total and just as tall. The air around the figures was filled with arcane air as glowing runes materialized and morphed in the ritual circle. They swirled about the center as those on the edge were united in chant, drawing power from the very world around them. More hooded figures occupied tables along the walls of the cavern, mixing ingredients into a powder and tossing their creations within.

The first figure approached one of them and laid a hand on their shoulder. “How goes the ritual? Is it almost complete?”

The hooded figure nodded in response. “Most nearly. The crystal nearly has its target. We need but a few moments more.” The first figure nodded as he looked into the ritual circle once more. A jagged red gem spun wildly in the center, casting a deep green light about the room. The gemstone was the centerpiece of this ritual, a rare object worth more than its weight in gold tenfold. It was a high price to pay but, if your selection was precise, a price worth paying. Through the stone another world could be seen, one of strange magic and towering outsiders. The figure had seen many things, but these outsiders always intrigued him. The crystal was slowly approaching one such outsider, a special request for the ever-demanding Almar.

The figure scowled as he looked at the creature before him. It had a visage like his own but somehow stretched beyond belief, muscles thick across its forearms as its hands gripped the strange controls in front of him. If it stood outside of the metal chariot it was riding in, it would tower above it and all those across the land of Adympia. Its ears were rounded and small, eyes the size of plums in its head. He did not expect it to be able to see or hear all that well, but it must be adequate for it to be able to pilot a horseless chariot at such speeds, outpacing even the fastest of their steeds. His hypothesis was vehemently supported by the rectangular spectacles donning the being’s head, correcting what was undoubtedly inferior vision. Most curiously though were his eyes, peculiar even beyond their small size. A rare mismatched pair only yet found on common house pets. One eye was a sky-blue hue, glimmering in the reflection of the crystal, while the other reminded the figure of a forest in the spring, a splash of green and brown that contrasted the blue in its brother. The figure ran a hand near his own green eyes as he felt his heart burning with contempt. Outsiders were always troublesome. Fortunately, there is no shortage of those that find joy in taming these unruly beasts. “If Almar wishes for such an outsider, then such an outsider he shall have. He had better hold true to his word. I do not wish to waste energy putting him in his place.”

            

    
        1. The Horses of War.

    
    
    
    
                When Dexter left home, he expected a cross-state road-trip to college. He didn’t expect a trip down the rabbit hole that would rival Alice’s. He stretched slightly as he kept the pressure on the gas of his hatchback. “Okay,” He began. Speaking out loud always helped to solidify his thoughts. “Thirty minutes to the next town, get a room for the night, maybe some food then off to Atlanta in the morning.” Dexter let out a low growl. Thirty minutes was starting to seem generous with the storm the was starting to bear down on the road. It didn’t help that the sky was pitch black, save for the momentary lightning strikes, throwing a strange green light across the sky. The rumbling thunder could be heard even over the radio, which played soft static. The only station that Dexter could pick up out here was some Death Metal station and he’d rather not listen to near-incomprehensible screaming right now. “Take the back roads you’ll avoid going slow” He berated himself, a little angrily. “The only thing I’ve avoided is the cars that would be on the highway.”

Dexter squinted ahead trying to see past the sheets of rain, the last thing he wanted was to wreck in the middle of nowhere. He glanced up as another explosion of green raced across the sky. “I don't know what they're dumping out here, but it can't be good if it's turning the clouds green.” He rounded the uphill turn spotting the first streetlight in five miles. “There we go, getting cl-” He was cut off as a green flash appeared in front of him and the whole world seemed to blink. The road beneath him just … disappeared.

In a moment of panic, he stepped on the brakes. Dexter had half a second to register what had happened before his car started to tilt forward and a new ground rose up to meet him. “SHIT SHIT SHIT FUCK!!!” He screamed, tightening his grip on the wheel. His car was now flying through the air, wheels spinning uselessly in the air. Dexter had another second to scream more profanity before his wheels slammed into the side of the hill. His rear tires bounced as the suspension absorbed most of the impact, causing his belongings to jump.

The car began to spin. Dexter tried desperately to keep his front-facing forward; if he was going to hit anything he might as well see it coming. “STOP STOP STOP STOP” The uneven slope was jostling everything around and giving his hatchback no opportunity to slow. He felt the car jump as it hit something beneath the snow and threatened to tip over. Dexter was flooded with adrenaline as his car spun once, twice, three times before the hill finally started to level out. The slope gradually flattened as he began to gain a modicum of control and he came to a slow and shaky halt in a clearing.

Dexter took three deep breaths trying to slow his heart rate. “FUCK!” He screamed, trembling slightly. “What the fuck was that?” had the road collapsed in front of him? Did he just go screaming down the only big hill in Florida? He clenched his eyes shut, desperately trying to decide what to do next. The pounding in his ears oddly helped him remain focus and gave him a tempo to think to. “That definitely could have gone better” Dexter decided as his heart finally started to slow. His hands still trembled slightly as they gripped the wheel, knuckles likely white against the black leather.

“You should make sure you can drive out of here,” He thought to himself. “Okay,” 
He said shakily. “let's start with the basics. Is my engine still running?” He opened his eyes. His glasses were skewed on his face, giving him a half clear vision of the dashboard. He repositioned his glasses so that he could see. The familiar hum of the engine was gone, but he still had the dials at various positions. It even told him he had half a tank left. “That is if you didn't puncture the tank on your daredevil ride down the hill.” He took a deep breath as he decided to try and start the engine.

Dexter turned the key. The dials moved, and the car made a rapid clicking noise. Dexter scrunched up his face he realized he heard the sound before. “Crap don't tell me I busted the starter. I'll be here for hours if that's the case.” He reached down and checked his phone. The display cast a bright light on his face and he squinted to see the screen. “Or I spend the next three hours walking to the nearest station cause there's no god damn signal out here.” The thirty minutes in the pouring rain was starting to seem like a dream compared to this. Dexter took a deep breath as he stifled a wave of anger. “It's okay, just get out and assess the damage. Who knows maybe its something simple. In that case, you could be on your way in five to ten minutes.” Dexter pulled the latch that would release the hood, opened the door, and stepped out.

As soon as Dexter stepped onto the ground every instinct told him something was wrong. The ground beneath him had let out a crunch of snow and the air around him froze his breath as he panted. His headlights still functioned and threw the pine forest in front of him into bright blinding light. Central Florida did not have entire forests of tall pines. Central Florida did NOT get freezing cold weather. Central Florida DID NOT get snow in any sense of the word, not even any of the Eskimo’s words for snow. Yet here he was, standing with his headlights facing a massive pine forest, his breath freezing on the wind, and snow an inch or two up his sneakers. “It’s okay,” He told himself, taking a not so calming breath. “It’s probably just a cold snap, those happen. Snowfall, however brief can theoretically happen in Florida. Yeah, that’s got to be it. Just calm down and assess the situation.”

Dexter took a deep breath, filling his lungs with cool air. He shivered. “I'm glad I wore my long sleeve shirt for this trip.” He said as he stepped back from the door, looking behind him as he rubbed his hands. His path down the hill was clearly marked by the snow, even his initial landing was clearly visible from where he stood. In the bright moonlight, he saw what seemed to be a snowstorm higher up “Moonlight?” He looked towards the sky, moon and stars lit clearly on this nearly cloudless night. There was the moon, full as could be, starkly contrasting the twinkling stars around it. Dexter squinted as he felt like something was off with them . . . and how many there were. “Thought that wasn't supposed to be for another few days.” Dexter suddenly shook his head and turned his attention back to the task at hand.

Dexter grabbed the keys from the ignition and the flashlight from underneath his seat. He began walking towards the hood of his car, hoping whatever had happened was a simple fix and not something that would require a tow truck; he'd still need to walk to the nearest town if that was the case. There was a puff of condensing water vapor as he lifted the hood. He pointed the flashlight at the engine, a V8 monstrosity of a motor stared back at him. His cousin’s old sleeper car wasn't terrible to look at, but it certainly did a good job of hiding what it was really capable of. It’s ‘04 hatchback body would have looked slow and out of place in an ‘80’s racing movie. But the reinforced chassis, 4-wheel drive, 8-cylinder motor, and beefed-up suspension meant cousin Reggie would only lose a race if he was baiting someone to risk their pink slip. “I never thought I'd say this but Thank you cousin Reggie. You're an asshole, but you sure know how to make a quality sleeper car.” The light of the flashlight danced across the motor as Dexter tried to find the part he was looking for.

His assessment of the engine was interrupted by a loud snap from behind. He turned quickly, aiming the flashlight towards the noise, expecting a curious deer, or possibly an angry coyote. Instead, he saw “A woman?” And it was a woman, stepping out from behind a tree. Her slim figure was dressed in renaissance era clothing; a full-length green and beige dress/tunic with some sort of floral pattern embroidered on the front. The bottom of her dress was stained slightly as if she’d run through a patch of mud. She wore two silver bracelets, one on each hand, with no visible latch. Yet, they were pressed so close to her skin it had reddened slightly. Her auburn hair was braided down the back, stopping just below her shoulder blades. Her thin face was littered with freckles and her deep brown eyes carried an expression of relief.

“Oh, thank god.” She said. “I don’t care where you came from, but you’ve got to help me.” Her accent was North American, with a slight southern drawl. “And I don’t care where you take me so long as it’s not in that direction.” She said, turning and pointing somewhere off to her left. She began walking towards Dexter.

“Hang on” Said Dexter, pointing the flashlight at her face. “I don’t know who you are, and I can’t be sure you haven’t escaped from some mental institution.” She stopped in her tracks, shielding her eyes from the source of light.

“Seriously?” She said “You’ve got to be six feet tall and weigh fifty pounds more than me. What’s a five and a half foot, a hundred and forty-pound girl going to do?”

Dexter’s eyebrows raised coldly. “I don’t care about the difference in height or weight,” Dexter replied. “A knife is a knife.”

She sighed and looked down at what she was wearing, turning in place as she spoke. “Where would I even hide a knife in this constricting death trap?” She asked. Dexter considered for a moment. The clothes did seem tight on her as if they’d been made for someone much smaller than her. Even the hem seemed to go up farther than it should.

Dexter directed the flashlight at the woman’s legs. “That skirt gives plenty of room for just about any weapon.” He remarked.

She looked down. “You want me to strip for you?” She asked, sounding insulted.

Dexter sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “No, I want you to lift your skirt a bit so that I can make sure you’re not hiding a knife” He replied almost angrily. “You’d be surprised how far up people can store knives in things like those.”

She stared at him, shifting slightly from one foot to the other. “And why would I do that?” She asked.

Dexter scowled and let out a sigh, spitting a puff of frost into the air. “Because I’m not one to feel guilty about leaving someone stranded in backwoods Florida if they have a chance of killing me, no matter how freaky the weather is acting,” Dexter replied coldly. He’d already lost one cousin to a serial killer hitchhiker, he didn’t want to put his family through that pain again.

She shifted on her feet again. Pondering what she was about to do. She turned and gazed up at the moon, seemingly measuring something with her fingers. She finally turned back and glared at Dexter. “Fine, but when I get in that junker of a car you turn the heat as high up as it can go.” She said as she began grabbing at the hem of her dress. She lifted her skirt until it was halfway up her thighs. Her legs were pale, save for her bloody knees and red ankles. Her knees started shaking slightly, and her teeth were beginning to chatter.

Dexter took a minute to scan for any indication of a weapon, stopping as he noticed the bluish tint in her red ankles. He didn’t see a knife, but he did recognize the early symptoms of frostbite. “Oh, yea, get in quickly, though it may be a while before you get heat. The car won’t start.” Dexter said as he motioned towards the passenger side door with the flashlight.

The woman dropped her dress despairingly and started stepping towards the front of the car. “Why what’s wrong with it?” She asked

“From the sound of it, something’s wrong with the starter,” Dexter said calmly as he redirected the flashlight at the engine. “I was just getting to that when you showed up. If it’s simple, we’ll be out of here in a few minutes. If not I’m going to have to walk back to the road and the nearest town to call a tow truck. That’ll take a few hours at the quickest.”

“No no no no, if that’s the case then we’re both in trouble.” She replied, seemingly panicked, as she finally reached the hood of the car. “Let me have a look,” she said as she gazed into the engine. She saw the engine packed snugly into the engine bay and gasped. Her eyes went wide as she saw the mechanical monster. “Woah, I’ve never seen an engine like that in a car this crappy.”

Dexter grinned as he shone his light around the engine. “That’s the point,” He replied smugly. “Ugly and slow on the outside, but faster than a stock car on the road.” Dexter moved the flashlight towards a familiar cylindrical device, wires extending out from various bolts. “And it looks like you’re in luck, the solenoid is missing a wire. Which means…” Dexter directed the light down. “There we go.” Dexter grabbed the loose wire and pushed it back under one of the bolts, turning the nut until it held the bit snugly. “Go ahead and hop in.” He said as he closed the hood of the car. “I’ve still got to check my tires and underneath the car to make sure nothing is leaking”

Her eyes widened slightly as she glanced behind her. “Okay, but please be quick.” She said as she looked up at the moon again. “It’s just a few hours till dawn, and I can’t risk any of them waking up early and coming after me.” She quickly moved towards the passenger side door.

Dexter’s instinct immediately started ringing the alarm. “Wait, what?” asked Dexter. “Who would be coming after you?”

The woman waved the question off as she walked. “It’s a long story, better told when we’re as far away from here as possible.” She replied.

Dexter felt on high alert as he glanced around. Nothing appeared to be an immediate threat. He finally threw his hands up in exasperation. “Fine,” said Dexter, moving towards the driver's side door. “There’s a jacket in the back seat if you need to warm up. It should be on the head of the office chair.” She looked at him with a confused expression. “You’ll see what I mean when you look back there.” He said as he started his walk around the car. He kicked each tire lightly as he walked. Making sure none of the tires has suffered a puncture. They all held firm to his blow. He also couldn’t detect any telltale hiss. He finished checking the last tire, then laid face down in the snow, shining his flashlight underneath the car. “Nothing seems to be leaking,” Dexter remarked as he swept his flashlight back and forth. “Thank you, cousin Reggie.” Dexter finally stood, brushing the snow off of his jeans. He noticed the woman in the car was biting her nails and staring intently at something behind him. Dexter quickly turned but saw nothing but trees. He then breathed a sigh of relief turned back. The woman had not taken her eyes off the trees behind him. They appeared to scan back and forth for movement. Dexter let out another sigh as he began walking towards the driver's side door, rubbing his hands as he went.

When Dexter finally reached the driver’s seat, he pressed his palm to each of his knuckles, causing loud pops to emanate in the confined space. He sighed as he looked around his car and closed the door. The AC was turned on full blast, pouring oven-like air into the car as the chill outsider fought desperately to get in. His belongings in the back were jostled, but otherwise still in their proper places. The head of a faux-leather office chair could be seen sticking out from beneath one of the boxes. The woman was wearing his jacket, a fluffy camo colored jacket that was best suited for the mild chill that occasionally visited South Florida. She was still biting her nails as he decided to break the audible silence. “I think we got off on the wrong foot here.” He said calmly, trying to convince himself to relax. He extended his hand. “My name's Dexter.” She turned from her nervous scanning and looked at his hand. After a moment reached over and gripped his digits.

“Amelia.” She said, shaking his hand. “Now let's get out of here. One of the scouts might have heard your tumble down the mountain.” She sounded impatient.

Dexter let out a nervous sigh as he glanced out the windows. He didn’t completely trust her, but she didn’t sound crazy either. “Yea, I’m going to need you to fill me in on this whole situation you think you’ve got yourself in.” Replied Dexter.

The woman huffed as she sat back and crossed her arms. “I’m not crazy.” Amelia scoffed. “Try spending the last month as some elf’s plaything and see how eager you are to stick around.”

Dexter bit the inside of his mouth as he held back a retort. “Like I said.” Dexter countered as he turned the ignition. The car roared to life, starter now functioning properly, and he turned on the four-wheel drive. He turned the wheel to the right as he shifted into first gear. “You’ll need to fill me in.”

Amelia’s eyes widened as the car’s wheel spun slightly before catching and pushing them to the right. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Shouted Amelia. “That’s where they’re camped out. You need to turn this car around and go back that way.” She said as she pointed behind the car.

Dexter scrunched up his face slightly as he gave his mental map a quick check. “I’m taking the shortest route out of here.” Replied Dexter as he directed the car forward. “Best I can tell there’s a gentler slope a bit west of here. There, this car will definitely make the climb out of wherever I’ve fallen down. Plus, it’s closer to the nearest town. From there, it’s back on the road and off to a hospital for you and to a hotel for me.”

Amelia let out an exasperated sigh. “You still don’t get it. We’re not where you think we are. This isn’t Earth.”

Dexter’s annoyance reached a boiling point when he heard that. One thing was for certain, Earth was his current location. “Oh, I know exactly where we are.” Snapped Dexter. “We’re in the backwoods of Central Florida.” He was getting increasingly convinced that Amelia had escaped from some weird medieval cult. “And we’re heading west to get out of this trench, back on the road, and back to town.” He turned to the woman to berate her as he came upon a clear stretch of forest, likely a dirt road that had recently grown over.

“LOOK OUT.” Amelia suddenly shouted, pointing in front of them. Dexter turned back in shock. In the half-second he had moved his eyes off the road, a figure had abruptly run out in front of the car, seemingly intent on stopping it. Dexter slammed on the brakes, tires skidding slightly on the compacting snow. The car crawled to a stop about twenty feet in front of the man. The man seemed to be shouting something, but neither could hear it over the roaring Air Conditioner, which was set to maximum.

Dexter scowled as his mind concocted a potential scenario for the events unfolding in front of him. “The fuck is he doing?” Dexter turned to Amelia as a potential scenario involved the damsel sitting next to him. “Is he one of yours?” He asked.

Her eyes were wide with fear and her knuckles desperately gripped the armrest beside her. “Drive!” Amelia said, still pointing in panic.

Dexter’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. The scenario discarded itself as he saw how panicked the woman was. “Wah?” Dexter asked turning back towards the man. The man now had a bow and was notching an arrow.

The woman slammed a hand on Dexter’s arm and squeezed, causing his eyes to widen in shock. “DRIVE!” Shouted Amelia. Dexter didn’t need to be told again. He shifted the car into reverse and slammed on the gas, turning the wheel to the left and kicking up a small cloud of snow in front of them. The man was about forty feet to their left when a loud kssh made a gash on their hood. Dexter quickly shifted into first gear and began turning to the right, going back the way they’d already driven.

Dexter felt his grip tighten on the wheel and he swallowed the panicked lump in his throat. “East it is then,” Dexter said as he tried to put as much space between the man and them as possible. The uneven ground rocked the car slightly as they drove. Amelia turned in her seat was gazing behind them, looking for signs of someone following them. “I think it’s time for you to start filling me in on your predicament here,” Dexter said firmly. The one thing that was going to comfort him now was information and he doubted he would get it if he didn’t ask.

Amelia waved off his demands as she continued to stare. “I’ll tell you when we’re safe,” Amelia said dismissively.

Dexter let out an annoyed sigh as he glanced at the rear-view mirror. He saw only the trees on either side of them and the cloud of snow they were making as he drove. “Then summarize.” He barked. “I at least want to know who’s chasing us.”

Amelia seemed to consider for a moment, then turned to him. “You’re going to want the full context. I was in upstate Ohio when something just…. took me and placed me in the hands of some misogynistic bureaucratic elf. That’s the person that’s after us.” Amelia said quickly. Dexter looked at her with a confused expression. “And like I said before. I've spent the last month as his...” Amelia shuddered. “plaything.” She said with disgust.

Dexter sighed as the theory of insanity made itself known again. “Well, when we get to a police station we’ll make sure they put out an APB for that creep.” Said Dexter, turning his attention back to driving. “Are you good at describing faces?” He asked. “I can’t stand it when people get away with stuff like that.”

Amelia dropped her head into her hands, shaking it slightly. “You don’t understand,” Amelia said firmly. “We are not on Earth. This is not the United States. You did not crash in backwoods Florida. I don’t know where we are exactly but I sure as Hell know that this isn’t Earth.” Amelia inhaled. She’d neglected to pause for breath, hoping Dexter would begin to take her more seriously.

Quite the opposite had happened through. Dexter immediately concluded that she had been misinformed and was just going off bad information. “Let me guess. You learned all of this by studying a map that they had?” Dexter asked, jabbing his thumb behind him. “If so, then it’s more likely that you were kidnapped by some high-class cult leader whose recruits probably believe they were transported to another planet as ‘chosen’ to repopulate the human race.”

Amelia stared at Dexter as she heard the scenario he was describing and began laughing. “Oh ho ho. That theory would go out the window if you saw the people that live around here. No mista…” She stopped as she looked behind them. “Drive Faster!” She suddenly shouted.

Dexter was immediately on alert again. “What?” Dexter asked. He glanced in the rearview mirror; his blood ran cold. About fifty feet behind them were two massive creatures. They looked like the largest horses you could think of, jet black and eight feet tall, with their mouths stretched back farther than Dexter thought possible. They were covered in metallic armor. One of them looked to be plated in gold. The other looked to be plated in silver. On top of the creatures were matching armored riders who looked ridiculously small straddling atop them. Dexter’s subconscious decided it would have looked comical if the riders weren’t drawing bows and aiming at them. A loud thwp could be heard over the AC and a shadow came barreling in their direction. A small thnk sound came from the back of the sedan, shortly followed by another.

Amelia slapped the back of Dexter’s seat. “Can’t this thing go any faster?” Amelia asked angrily.

Dexter’s head was going into overdrive. He tried his best to visualize a path away from the riders without destroying their means of escape. “Not by much on this terrain,” Dexter replied. “I’m lucky that I’m even able to drive in the snow. Let alone on this bumpy ground.” He suddenly began swerving, trying to avoid the arrows. The sound of thundering hooves could be heard as the animals drew closer. The riders were beginning to pull the creatures alongside them. The thnk sounds slowly got closer to the front. By some godly miracle, the arrows couldn’t penetrate his glass windows, but they were succeeding in piercing the aluminum exterior of the car. Dexter glanced at the golden rider thundering alongside him. Through the medieval visor, he could barely glimpse the rider’s eyes, burning with unnatural hate that gave Dexter a sinking feeling. Dexter shifted in his seat to try and minimize the chances that one of the arrows got lucky and struck his leg. Suddenly, Dexter made a hard left, barely missing the golden-clad creature and causing it to rear up slightly. He started leading them in a wide circle, he at least wanted to see when they were firing at him.

Dexter kept glancing at the impossible animals as he tried to rationalize their size. “What even are those things?” Dexter asked.

Amelia’s eyes were wide as she stared at the riders. “They’re his warhorses,” Amelia replied. “Oralie and Rajat, with their riders Jander and Elion” She was grabbing her door and staring intently at the massive creatures thirty feet to their left. She let out a shaky breath as her figure began to tremble. “He likes to boast about the fact that they can travel forty miles in just an hour.”

Dexter visualized the scenario again as he tried to find a way to outpace them. Nothing came to mind. “Then we’re not going to outrun them on this terrain,” Dexter said loudly. He paused for a second as he seemed to think. “I have an idea. Hang on.” He suddenly turned to the left and began driving directly at the horses, rapidly decreasing the size of the circle they were drawing. He closed the gap between them swiftly and they whizzed past their rears. The riders immediately began trying to stop or at least slow them as their firing ability became practically nill. Once Dexter thought they were a safe distance he turned the car around until they were again facing the receding horses and stopped. He stared ahead as he growled a command. “Open the glove compartment and hand me the headphones and the red button that’s in there.” Amelia hesitated for a second then nodded and opened the compartment. A pair of headphones and a black switch were sitting on top of a mess of napkins and documents. The switch had a bright red button on top of it. She quickly grabbed them and pulled them out. Wires were coming out from the bottom of the switch and lead further into the car.

She handed the two items to Dexter who took them as he stared at the horse. They had finally stopped and been turned around about fifty yards away from them, riders wresting reigned to turn them around. Dexter donned the headphones and said, in a slightly raised voice. “There should be a bag of earplugs in there too. Put a pair on and cover your ears, it's about to get very loud.” He turned a dial on the side of the switch that Amelia hadn’t noticed before, causing the switch to make a soft click. The horses began charging at them again, the riders drawing curved swords and preparing to swing. They had evidently decided for a more direct approach. Dexter let out a breath as he used his free hand to grip the shift. He gritted his teeth as he shifted back into first and slammed on the gas. The wheel kicked up another cloud of snow as they began barrelling towards the charging monstrosities. Dexter’s thumb hovered an inch from the bright red button.

Amelia’s eyes widened and her knuckles were a pale white as she gripped the armrest. “D-Dexter?” Amelia asked hesitantly. Dexter ignored her and kept charging, engine roaring in front of them. Amelia quickly started rummaging in the glove compartment and found the bag. She pulled a pair out stuffed a plug into each ear. She then clamping her hands on top and braced for an impact. Time seemed to slow as the horses and car charged at each other, kicking up clouds of snow behind them. They were now twenty yards apart, then fifteen, then ten. Twenty feet before impact Dexter finally pushed the button. The front of the car started to vibrate, Amelia expected then to shoot forward as NOS was pumped into the engine, but that didn’t happen. Instead, a noise, unlike any Amelia had heard before, came screaming from the front of the car, causing her entire body and the car around her to vibrate with its intensity. Dexter gritted his teeth and kept his thumb pressed on the button as they went screaming at the charging horses. Both riders let go of their weapons and clamped their hands over their helmeted heads. The horses suddenly let out a pained whinny and veered sharply away from the painful noise. The horses turned; their riders did not. Instead, the one riding the silver horse flew from his saddle and landed on his back in the snow, most likely winded. The one riding the gold-plated horse got his boot stuck in the stirrup as he was flung from his seat and ended up staying attached to his steed, though in a very vulnerable position. He was now trying desperately to keep from being kicked in the face by the horse’s hoof as he was dragged alongside the fleeing equine.

Dexter whooped as the noise finally died, and he released the button from under his thumb. “THANK YOU COUSIN REGGIE!” He shouted enthusiastically, kissing the switch in his hand. Amelia continued to tremble slightly in her seat, hands still clamped over her ears, as she took in what had just happened. Dexter began laughing as he glanced in the rear-view mirror. “They’ll be spending the next hour or so trying to get those horses calmed down and back to carrying their riders. By then we’ll be long gone and reporting the cult’s location to the local authorities.” Dexter laughed again as he tossed the headphones and switch back into the glove compartment. Amelia sighed as she pulled the plugs from her ears. After a minute she shakily placed them back in the bag and put the bag back into the glove compartment.

She slowly closed it with a click as she finally took stock of what had occurred. “I’ve gotta say," she finally chuckled. "I’m impressed with your… solution… but what in God’s name was that?” Amelia asked, turning towards Dexter as she spoke.

Dexter smiled wide as he directed the car farther east, approaching a gentler plain. “That, my dear friend, was the ‘eleven horn’. A little addition to this unassuming sleeper car.” Dexter explained as he turned to Amelia “When Reggie found out this existed, he reconstructed his entire air-horn set-up just to have it in his car. He’s added it into every one of his personal cars since. It’s capable of belting out a hundred and fifty decibels of pure sound. Startling and painful if you don’t expect it, hence the earbuds and earphones.” Dexter was still smiling as he turned back to driving. They finally reached a smoother plain, mostly absent of snow, where he could safely shift into second gear without having to worry about unexpected debris puncturing his tires.

Amelia let out an amused sigh as she stared ahead blankly. Her face briefly curved into a smile before falling as she remembered their current state. “Well I’m sorry I’m about to rain on your parade, but this is not earth.” She said, putting emphasis on each word. Dexter immediately stopped smiling. “If you haven’t noticed those were elves. They weren’t human, they were elves.”

Dexter scoffed, annoyed at the damper on this victory. “I saw two short people riding two very big horses.” Retorted Dexter “Two big horses that seem to have bits set too far into their mouths. We can add animal cruelty to their list of charges when we get out of here.” Amelia sighed and crossed her arms, resigned to being unable to convince Dexter without tangible proof of their predicament. They drove in silence for a bit as the gently rocking car carried them away from the downed riders.

Amelia glanced at the silent radio and suddenly had an idea. “Fine, since we’re on earth can we put some music on? The ‘cult’ didn’t have a radio in their possession.” Amelia said, using air quotes.

Dexter glanced at the stereo system, then at Amelia. A connection was made as he saw her stifled smug expression. “Okay, let’s see what’s on.” Dexter said optimistically. He turned the radio on and pressed the seek button, then turned to Amelia. “But you should know something. Even if the stereo finds no station, which is likely out here, there are half a dozen reasons that might be. None of which are me being taken to some alien world where elves exist.” He turned back to the stereo. It cycled through all the FM waves once, then twice. He furrowed his brow as he realized something would always stop it somewhere along the way, even if it was just static. On the third go-around, he switched to the AM waves. Again, it looped once, then twice. Dexter sat back as nothing tripped the radio to stop seeking. Finally, Dexter turned the radio off and turned back to Amelia. She was smiling. “It doesn’t prove you right.” He scoffed. “It just means I need to take a look at the damage when I get the chance.”

Amelia sighed but still held a slightly smug expression. “Fine, but do you have any music we can listen to. What passes for music around here is nice, but it can’t beat the modern music Earth has.” Amelia said.

Dexter glanced over at her as he considered her predicament. Nothing indicated malice or ill intent, just someone that just escaped captivity. He was honestly surprised she was so optimistic. After a second, he nodded. “Sure. What genre do you want to listen to?” Dexter asked as he opened the center compartment, lifting the lid back to allow Amelia to look. Inside, dozens of coins and a dozen pens rattled around. On the underside of the lid, an envelope of papers was tucked into a holder. Instead of reaching for any of these things Dexter reached for a latch on the side of the bin then lifted the bin out of the compartment, placing it in the back. Amelia leaned over to look inside this hidden compartment. Her eyes widened in shock as she saw an array of USB cables sticking out from the bed and a series of label-maker labels stuck next to them. The labels ranged from POP to ROCK to COUNTRY and even JAZZ. On the front of the compartment, there was a USB slot and a small array of buttons and lights. Above them, a small LED screen, no bigger than a smartphone, displayed a loading symbol. Amelia looked at Dexter in confusion. He was smiling smugly.

Amelia looked down at the compartment again in amazement. “What is all of this?” Amelia asked, lifting one of the wires from the tangle.

Dexter glanced down at the compartment as he explained. “That is the only part of the entire car that was built by me.” Replied Dexter, moving some wires out of the way to glance at the labels. “Cousin Reggie knew I was good at designing sound systems. So, he asked me to make one that looked unassuming but could produce the clearest sound imaginable.” Dexter pointed at the interior of the doors as he spoke. Amelia glanced over and saw that the door looked just as nice as the engine the hood hid. “When he sold the car to me, I made an additional modification to include these.” Dexter continued as pulled a latch on the side and lifted one of the labeled devices out of the compartment. It was an external hard drive with a thick metal frame around it, allowing it to be slotted into place with ease. “It’s about five hundred gigabytes of data each. I filled about half of it with their respective genre of music.” Dexter stopped himself as he saw Amelia’s eyes widened. “Granted most of them are remixes and various reinterpretations of the same songs but I’ve still got the originals on here. I’ve even got more hard drives in the back.” He said as he gestured with the device. Dexter slid the device back into the vacant slot and turned to Amelia “So. I’ll ask again. What genre do you want to listen to?” Amelia smiled as she considered her options.

“Surprise me.” She finally replied.



Half an hour later they were cruising along comfortably at twenty miles an hour. The ground had smoothed out as they headed east and Dexter switched into second gear, commenting it taking forever to find the road he had fallen from. Amelia was drinking a bottle of water and singing along to the songs as they shuffled around the list of pop music Dexter had. They were currently enjoying a stark silence as an old Smash Mouth song played in the background. “I’ve been meaning to ask this, and I know it’s kind of rude.” Amelia suddenly said, turning to Dexter. Dexter looked at her. “But is one of your eyes made of glass?” Amelia finally asked after a pause. Dexter looked into the rearview mirror, confused at the question. A pair of eyes stared back at him, his eyes. The one on his left was a bright blue, the one on the right a deep hazel. His brown comb-over hair ever so lightly touched the top of his ears. He needed a haircut. His face was wide yet thin giving it a clean-cut modern Viking esque look. That look combined, with his glasses, pale skin, and massive frame made him look like the world’s strongest geek.

Dexter smirked at the question as he realized where the query came from. “No these are my eyes,” Dexter replied, turning back to driving. Amelia’s eyes widened. “I know, not every day you meet someone with Heterochromia,” Dexter said.

Amelia smiled as she took another drink. “I mean, I just ask because I had a grandmother with a glass eye,” Amelia explained. “The glass one didn’t match her real one. The fact that it moved with her real eye made it hard to distinguish which was which sometimes. I once spent an entire family reunion sitting on her blind side. She had dementia, so she was kind of losing her memory. She eventually asked me if she could have a soda. When I told her she didn’t need my permission, she turned in her chair and stared at me with those mismatched eyes. She said I sounded just like her mother and had forgotten where she was for a moment.” Amelia was starting to tear up from the memory. “That was the last time I got to talk to her...before.... all of this happened.” She said gesturing around her. “It’s just… I don’t know if I’ll ever get to see my family again.” She was starting to choke up.

Dexter’s face fell as he realized what she had gone through. “Hey, listen” Dexter stopped her. “Your family is going to be very happy when they find out that you’re alive. Right now, their imagination is running wild with what’s happened to you, but they’ll be relieved to know you’re alive and that their worst nightmares haven’t come true. Cause the worst thing that can happen to a family is never knowing what happened to the ones they love.”

Amelia smiled and sniffed. “You’re sweet.” She said, wiping her tears away. “I just hope that you're right about my family getting to reach that closure.” The stereo system shuffled to a new upbeat tune. Amelia’s face lit up as she heard the song. “Oh, I love this song.” She began singing along, dancing in her seat. “The taste of her cherry chapsti-” Suddenly Amelia jumped and dropped the bottle. She clutched both her hands to her chest, screaming.

Dexter swerved, startled by the sudden auditory intrusion. “WOAH! What’s Happening!? Why Are You Screaming!?” Dexter asked in a raised voice, he turned off the stereo system. Amelia continued to scream, seemingly in pain. She began to claw at her bracelets desperately. Dexter put a hand on her shoulder, directing her attention at him. “I Can’t Help You If Don’t Tell Me Why You’re Screaming!!” Dexter said calmly but firmly. Amelia held out one of her hands, jabbing a finger at the silver bracelet. “The bracelet?” Dexter asked, reaching for it. As soon as he touched the bracelet his entire arm exploded in fiery pain and he instinctively let go. Amelia was starting to cry again, trying desperately to rip the bracelet off. “Okay, calm down, that feels like a shock collar . . in bracelet form. All we need to do it get over the transmitting border and far away and it should stop.” Dexter started to accelerate, thirty miles per hour, then forty, then forty-five. The car rocked back and forth as they flew over the terrain. They drove like that for five minutes, but it felt like an eternity. Amelia was starting to grunt in desperation. The bracelet wouldn’t stop. “What the Fuck? Why isn’t it stopping?” A new design for a shock collar system flashed through Dexter’s head. “Fuck, it must be a continuous transmission-based sensor. Without it, that triggers. We must have just left their transmission range. We’ll need to remove it, disable it, or let the battery drain.”

Amelia looked up at him, tears streaming out of her infuriated eyes. “I’M NOT GONNA JUST SIT HERE WHILE SOME REMOTE POMPOUS ELF MAKES MY LIFE A LIVING AGONY!!!” Amelia shouted, grabbing at Dexter’s collar.

Dexter nodded as he shifted the car into a lower gear. “Removal it is then,” Dexter said as he brought the car to a stop. He gestured to the back as unlocked his seat belt. “Hop out and meet me by the hatch,” Dexter instructed. Amelia opened her door and began stumbling towards the back. Dexter did the same. It was still cold out. A few arrows were still sticking from the side of the car. Dexter opened the hatch, being careful of the arrows still protruding from the metal. Within held a large pile of boxes, clothes, and furniture that Dexter was taking with him to college. He began moving the bags and boxes that hid what he was looking for. He finally heaved and pulled out his bucket of tools. He quickly grabbed the pair of metal cutters hanging on the side. He suddenly grabbed Amelia’s arm and carefully slid the cutters between her wrist and the bracelet. He was going to try and cut the metal. He let out a relaxing breath then squeezed as hard as he could. Amelia was grunting in pain.

Dexter received snippets of pain as he tried to grip harder; even that was difficult to withstand. “SHIT! What's this thing made of?” Dexter asked as he reached for a hammer. Dexter guided Amelia so that he could bring the hammer down on the handles without hitting her hand. He took a moment to line up his shot before starting to swing. tap tap BAM tap tap BAM tap tap BAM He swung once, twice, three times. The handles were moving. He pulled the cutters away, trying to see his progress. The bracelet didn’t have so much as a scratch. Dexter looked down and examined his cutter. There was a defined dent in them where it had gripped the bracelet. His blood ran cold as he realized what the dent meant. “Okay, bad news. I don't have the tools to remove it,” Dexter admitted. Amelia looked up in desperation. Dexter rummaged in the tool bucket for a minute as he continued. “but I can still try to disable it. Head to the driver side door and start stuffing that jacket between you and the bracelets” He said as he pulled out a screwdriver and handed it to her. “I need to grab something.” Amelia staggered off, stuffing her sleeves under her bracelets.

Dexter started moving boxes in the rear of the car. He finally lifted the office chair so he could grab the jumper cables that he recalled were underneath it. He then began heading to the driver's side door. Amelia was standing next to it, groaning as she finished positioning her jacket. Dexter opened the door of the car and pulled the switch that would pop the hood. He checked to make sure the engine was still running. Then began explaining his plan. Talking always helped him solidify his reasoning. “Shock collars are on a high current low voltage system to apply the right amount of pain.” He lifted the hood all the way and began connecting the ends to the cables to his battery. He was careful to keep the other ends away from each other. “If I apply a high enough voltage it should overload the circuit and disable the system.” He waved Amelia over and had her hold out her hands. “The jacket is for insulation, but it definitely won’t be enough to stop the current entirely. This might be very painful.” Dexter looked up at Amelia as he lowered the ends of the cable in close. “Ready?” Amelia placed the handle of the screwdriver sideways in her mouth and nodded.

Dexter let out a breath to calm his nerves as he looked down again. He brought the ends of the jumper cable into contact with the bracelet. Dexter saw the muscles in Amelia’s arm suddenly contract. Amelia let out a sobbing cry as a small hisssss escaped the bracelet. There was a pause... then a pop caused the bracelet to fall away and Amelia to let out a sigh of relief as she fell to her knees. Dexter took a second to register this development before kneeling and bringing his attention to the other bracelet. The other bracelet was likely still going off. “One more time?” Dexter asked comfortingly as he positioned the cables for the other bracelet. He glanced up at Amelia again, silently asking permission. She let out a teary nod as she lifted her trembling arm. She was definitely still in pain. Dexter let out another nervous sigh as he brought his attention to the still active bracelet. Again, the bracelet hissed as he made contact and then popped open, leaving Amelia with two bright red marks on her wrists.

She let out a shuddering groan and brought her hands to her chest, the screwdriver dropping from her lips. “Fuck, that hurt.” Amelia finally sighed.

Dexter let out a relieved sigh as he stood and removed the jumper cables from the battery. The engine still hummed was as he draped the cables onto the car. “I'm just glad that got the bracelets off,” Dexter remarked. He crouched down and examined the bracelets on the ground. They glinted slightly in the pale moonlight. He reached out and touched them gingerly. They didn't hurt him. “They're inactive now,” Dexter remarked curiously as he picked the bracelets up to scrutinize them. The pattern engraved on them was full of loops and swirls, mimicking a long thin vine across the outside. The inside was smooth and polished, a hinge now visible on the opposite side of the bracelet. Dexter examined where the bracelet had split. “I must have melted the lock, or at least whatever system locks this thing.” He glanced over at Amelia, she was hunched over, on her knees, with her hands still pressed close to her chest.

She trembled as she spoke in barely a whisper. “I thought I finally got away from him,” Amelia said weakly. “I spent an entire month planning how to get away from him. I finally did and…” Amelia sniffed. “I thought I was done being hurt by him.”

Dexter moved over and crouched beside her. He gently placed his hand on her back. “Listen,” Dexter said softly “I can’t do anything about what happened in the past, but I can make sure he can't hurt you or anyone else ever again. I can also guarantee that there are others out there that care about you and will support you no matter how dark the world seems right now.”

Amelia seemed to consider what he said for a moment. Then straightened, wiping her face with her sleeve. “Thank you,” Amelia muttered softly. Dexter’s face fell, he didn’t entirely expect those words. “If it weren’t for you, I’d probably…. definitely be recaptured and subject to, god knows what, from him.”

Dexter smiled as he considered her words. “To be fair, I would likely be in the same situation if you didn’t find me.” Dexter countered, sitting down beside Amelia. “My first reaction to seeing that sentry…. or whatever he was…. would have been “What are you doing in the middle of the woods, good sir?”’ Dexter said in a mocking British voice. Amelia smiled gently. Dexter let out a sigh as he looked around, the mood thoroughly lightened. “Anyway,” Dexter said as he glanced at his watch. “I say we keep driving for another twenty minutes. If we find a road we head to the nearest town and get some sleep. If not, we sleep in the car for the night. Sound like a plan?”

Amelia considered for a minute then nodded. “Let’s put a few more miles between us and him.” She stood up, brushed herself off, then hopped back into the car. Dexter did the same after packing the tools away and tossing the bracelets into the bucket, snapping off the arrow shafts still sticking from his car as he went.

He finally reached his seat and turned to Amelia. “Ready to rejoin the world?” Dexter asked confidently.

Amelia smirked. “Ready when you are hotshot,” Amelia replied smugly. Dexter smiled as he shifted the car into first gear and sped off, his headlights cutting through the darkened fields before him and the beams of moonlight from above.

            

    
        2. The City On The Hill

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



The light from the midday sun came streaming in from the slightly open sunroof, causing me to clench my eyes shut. tap tap tap I shifted in my seat, disturbed by the noise, but not enough to open my eyes. I was soo comfortable. BAM BAM BAM That noise got my attention. I sat bolt upright, disoriented and partially blind, I’d removed my glasses and placed them on the dashboard to sleep.

I reached for them as a new voice came booming in from the crack in the sunroof. “STEP OUT OF THE CARRIAGE AND SURRENDER YOURSELF!!” My eyes tried to adjust to my conscious state, and I turned to the source of the voice. My eyes widened. I couldn’t believe what I saw. Standing two feet to my left, and two feet above my head, just beyond the window was a person, but he was… different. His skin was bright leafy green, the sides of his head were shaved, exposing pointed ears that twitched in the morning air. The rest of his dark hair was pulled back into a short ponytail. Most startling though, were his teeth. They were relatively straight, but his lower canines were massive and rough, more like tusks than anything else. They were about as big as a chimpanzee’s, jutting an inch from his mouth. My half-conscious mind produced the line “Shrek must have massive under-bite.” The rest of his face was thick and brutish, giving him an evolved neanderthal look. His upper body was covered in a shawl made of some large furry animal, what little of his body that wasn’t covered by the fur was built like a weightlifter. He wore bracers made of thick hide and carried a large battle-axe in his right hand. His legs were donned in a fur loincloth that dropped down to his knees. His voice boom again “SURRENDER YOURSELF TO THE TRIBE STATE OF GASHUR!” I looked around the car, it was surrounded. There were about a hundred of them, standing ten feet away, holding various weapons and clad in varying amounts of armors and furs. “I’m either having a nightmare or ... what if.” I turned to the small figure sleeping in the seat to my right, she was still wearing my jacket.

I placed a hand on her shoulder and gently shook her. “Amelia,” I said in a frantic whisper “We have guests.”

Amelia grunted in her seat and shifted slightly. “Honey, I'm not dressed to receive,” She said sleepily. I sighed angrily. “I don't have time for this.” I thought.

I shook her firmly. “Amelia!” I said through gritted teeth. She jolted awake. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes before looking up at the surrounding forces. Her eyes widened in shock. “We have guests,” I repeated. She looked at me in confusion. I kept a calm face, more for myself than for her. “They want us to step out and surrender.” There was a tap at my window as if to illustrate my point. Amelia looked at the person standing outside my window and slowly nodded. I reached up and closed the sunroof. We opened our respective doors and slowly stepped out, holding our hands up as we did. The thing at my window backed up to join the others in the circle around my car, keeping his eyes trained on me as he walked. We stepped back from the doors. “Okay, We Surrender!” I said in a raised voice, hoping the circle was just some weird LARP thing.

The crowd in front of us slowly parted to allow a rider through. He sat atop another one of the creatures we’d escaped last night, though about a foot shorter, its mouth seemed to stretch back about a quarter of the way up its face. Strangely, I saw no visible reins. The rider wore a green-scaled leather helmet that covered his face, and a matching scale leather armor. He carried a shield in his left hand and a battle-axe in his right. His voice boomed as he spoke. “STATE YOUR INTENTIONS ON ORC LANDS.”

My eyes widened at the statement, but Amelia reacted quickly, keeping a calm and warming tone. “We Have No Intentions On Orc Lands, We Are Merely Lost,” Amelia shouted. I was still trying to comprehend the statement. “Orcs? Now there are Orcs?”

The rider approached, guiding the creature without reins. “Then you are trespassing and shall be sent to the mines.” The rider said as he reached Amelia. “and your carriage shall be confiscated so that it can be fitted with new horses.” “No one is touching my car.” “Your possessions are also forfeit and will be dismantled and examined for their discernible function.”

I felt a twinge of anger as I stepped forward. “Hold on,” I interrupted. The rider turned, revealing the violet eyes gazing through his helmet. They seemed to pierce my soul. I took a small step back, my hands still raised. “Firstly, no one is touching my car. Secondly, this thing doesn't need horses to run. Lastly, you will not touch my stuff.”

The rider stared at me, he redirected his horse towards me. “And who shall stop me?” He asked mockingly. “You?” He leveled his axe at my neck. I felt my heart pound in my chest as I somehow sensed the edge of the blade. I looked over at Amelia. She looked at me angrily, “Not Earth” she mouthed. I resigned to trusting her. “If she's wrong you'll be a laughingstock amongst them.” “If I'M wrong I'll probably be EXECUTED.” I berated myself.

I let out a sigh as I tried to calm my pounding heart. “I simply mean,” I began, choosing my words carefully. “That you may have a better chance at understanding my ... carriage if you have someone that already knows how it works.”

The rider stared at me, then at my car, seeming to contemplate what I had said. “You mentioned your carriage does not require horses.” The rider said, turning back to me and lowering his axe. “What do you mean by this? What provides motion to your carriage? Is it some form of magic?”

I bit my tongue as I heard him mention magic. “Keep your mouth shut, if you speak out for his belief in magic he’ll behead you.” “I mean that the carriage provides its own motion,” I replied. “The device that does this is in the engine compartment,” I stated, pointing at the hood. “And the device uses no form of magic, just pure science.”

The rider pondered for a moment then leaned down slightly. “Show me.” He commanded. I nodded as I stepped back to my door and pulled the latch for the hood again. The rider guided his horse behind me as I walked over and lifted the hood. His eyes betrayed no emotion as we gazed into the engine bay. The sun glinted off the various tubes and pipes that crisscrossed my engine. “Show me the carriage moving.” He finally demanded. I nodded, closing the hood and moving to the door. I gave Amelia a knowing look and she started moving back over to the car. The rider quickly moved to block her. “You shall stay here to ensure your companion does not attempt to flee.” He said, bringing the flat of the axe in front of her. He pushed close the passenger side door with his foot. “Oh, NOW he’s clever.” Amelia watched as I paused in front of my door.

I considered my predicament thoroughly. I glanced around at the confined space the army of orcs was making. “I’ll need a bigger space than this to demonstrate my carriage,” I said gesturing at the surrounding crowd. The rider paused for a second, pondering my words. He then turned and gestured at the crowd. They parted, giving me clear access to the clearing we were stopped in. I glanced at Amelia as I considered my options again. I stepped in, closed the door, and took another second to gather my thoughts. “You’ve got two options right now. Run now and hope that there’s a town nearby. Or you bide your time and wait for another opportunity.” I looked over at Amelia. She was staring intently from behind the rider’s axe. “We both know what you’re going to do.”

I started the engine and shifted into first gear. The crowd stepped father back as the engine roared and I shot forward. I watched as the crowd behind me faded in my rear-view mirror.



Amelia



I watched as Dexter’s car left the circle of orcs. He turned towards a hill…. and kept going. “Fucking bastard.” I began trembling with rage as I clenched my fist The orc on the horse noticed as he turned to me smugly. “It would appear your companion is not as compassionate about you as you thought.” I gritted my teeth as I watched the car starting to climb the hill. Halfway up the car turned sharply, bringing the rear of the car uphill from the front. In the process the car started to drift along the side of the hill, kicking dirt upwards as it went, and began barrelling back towards us.

A wave of relief washed over me I watched the car return. “Looks like you spoke too soon,” I said, smirking. Dexter got increasingly close to us. His car was kicking up more dirt as he got closer, engine roaring angrily as the wheel spun. The circle around me was starting to get antsy. Suddenly the crowd bolted and revealed Dexter’s car barrelling right at me and the rider. He flinched as he saw the hatchback barreling towards us, but he didn’t move from my side. Twenty yards away Dexter slammed on the brakes, causing the grass underneath him to uproot. The car skidded to a stop five feet in front of us. The noise of the engine died as the door was shoved open and Dexter stepped from the car. He looked pissed.



Dexter



I was Fucking pissed. I’m not good at being patient, especially when I don’t know when another opportunity will come, but the rider forced my hand when he stopped Amelia from getting in my car. I couldn’t just leave her in the hands of them, not when there was an even a glimmer of a chance that she was right. I tried to not let my emotions betray me. I closed the driver's side door sharply as I trodded towards the rider. “So, do we have a deal?” I asked in a challenging tone.

The rider stared at me. “You traveled quite far for your demonstration.” The rider retorted challengingly. “Many of us thought you abandoned your little friend here.” He said gesturing at Amelia.

I scoffed at the notion. “I felt that was the only way for you to fully comprehend what I’m offering.” I countered. “How long would have taken to ride a horse out there?” I asked pointing towards the hill I’d just traveled from. “And tear up the soil that I did? Imagine if my carriage was actually designed to transport that soil.”

The rider seemed to consider what I said for a moment. “You offer your knowledge of the carriage in exchange for avoiding the mines?” The rider asked.

I nodded in affirmation. “Yes,” I stated quickly. “As long as I have my car I can get me and Amelia out of here. I just need to find an opportunity.”

The rider seemed to consider for a moment, then holstered his axe and extended his hand. “You have a deal.” He said. I took his hand and shook fervently, there was a brief gripping match, my muscles straining against the firm grip of the rider. I finally let go with a groan and the rider appeared to beam in triumph. He then turned to the crowd of orcs. “Take this one to the mines,” he said gesturing to Amelia. “This one and his carriage go with us to Snakhagr.” Amelia’s eyes shot open wide. I felt my heart jump in confusion. “THAT WASN’T THE FUCKING DEAL!” The rider began to turn away. The orcs around us began to close in and grab me and Amelia. Their palms were rough and calloused.

I ripped my arm free and ran to the rider, grabbing his leg angrily. “HEY, WE HAD A DEAL!” I shouted. The orcs grabbed me again and pulled me away. The rider turned back and looked at me.

“Yes, we had a deal.” He countered. “And the deal was you offering your knowledge on this carriage in exchange for avoiding the mine.” He gestured at Amelia. “The maiden was not part of the deal.”

I felt my anger rise as I realized the verbal trick he was playing. “I REFUSE TO OFFER MY INTEL IF SHE IS NOT WITH ME!” I shouted pointedly, directing my finger at Amelia. The orcs holding me were strong, making it difficult to do so.

The rider scoffed. “Typical,” The rider said in disgust “You hear that men?” He said, directing his attention to the surrounding orcs. “Not a day into an agreement and the outsider already wants to go back on his word.” The rest of the orcs began jeering at me and Amelia. I looked up at the rider, he seemed to leer at me smugly. “Fuck, he’s playing THAT game. Fine, but I'll show him how to play.”

I quelled my anger and straightened, trying to put on a visage of authority. “VERY WELL,” I shouted, getting the attention of the orcs around me. “Then I’ll stick with the deal, but you should know that I offer a new deal.”

The rider looked at me through his helmet with an air of caution. “What could you offer me that we do not already have?” The rider asked. “Unless your friend here has more knowledge of this carriage that you lack.” I looked over at Amelia, she looked at me with a panicked expression. I felt my brain kick in as I thought of the possibilities. “Background unknown: Knowledge: unknown. The panicked expression indicates worry. Lying might not go over well. Prior night indicates possibly rudimentary knowledge, but considering uncertainty . . . No. Besides, I have a guarantee.”

I shook my head as I looked back up at the rider. “The maiden joins me,” I said, pointing at Amelia. The orcs holding my arms were still making moving them difficult. “And I help you build another carriage” The rider looked at me, confused.

“How is this different from the deal we already have?” He asked. “Does an outsider expect us to offer something in exchange for nothing?”

I looked at the rider and smiled. “No,” I replied loudly, making. “but if you don’t accept then you’ll be stuck with the deal we already have.” I paused “For dramatic effect.” “Which only offers my knowledge on the carriage.” I finished smugly.

The rider’s eyes seemed to bore into me with anger. She seemed to realize what I was doing. “EXPLAIN YOUR WORDS OUTSIDER!” The rider barked at me.

I stifled my growing grin as I stared at him in defiance. “I’m merely obligated to give you what I know about my carriage,” I replied sharply. “Nothing in our deal says I have to assist you in your use of that knowledge.”

The rider seemed to fume at my words. “IF THAT IS ALL WE HAVE AGREED ON, THEN WE HAVE NO DEAL!” The rider shouted down at me.

I smirked. “Go for the kill.” “Then You Would Be Backing Out Of A Deal Not A Day After It’s Been Agreed Upon. Which Would Make You More Hypocritical Than An Outsider.” I shouted back. The whole clearing fell silent, in the distance a bird could be heard chirping. I could feel my heart hammering in my chest as I was betting my life on an honor system they might not have. If the rider didn’t look angry before, he sure looked furious now. I forced my face into a smirk, knowing I’d backed him into a corner. “He has two options now.” I thought to myself. “He can either take the deal we have now, knowing full well that I’ll exploit that loophole and not giving a damn about what happens to myself inside the city so long as my end of the deal is met. OR, He can take this new deal, knowing that I’ll be very specific about its wording so that he can’t exploit it or me. So, what’s it going to be?”

The rider bore into me for another minute before angrily dismounting his horse and breaking the silence. “You join the maiden.” He said as he stomped over. He stopped just short of touching me. We were eye to eye with each other. We seemed pretty matched physically. The width of my shoulders was the only thing I was beating him at. “And you help the tribe state of Gashur build another one of your carriages.” He finished, pointing to my car. I let out a breath as I considered the full statement he had used. No location was mentioned, just that I would join the maiden. “Still playing that game, are we?”

I slowly let out an angered breath as I continued to hold the rider’s gaze. “Since you enjoy bending words in your favor,” I stated pointedly. “I’ll make the deal very clear.” I pointed at Amelia, the orcs finally letting go and allowing me to move it freely. “The maiden joins me in ... Snakhagr… was it?.... Where I will get to keep the carriage and all the possessions inside. And you will, in no way, provoke or otherwise cause a violent outburst that would lead to the harm of either of us. In fact, you will guarantee us that we will not be unjustly harmed while in your city. And in exchange, I will offer my knowledge and services in building another motorized carriage.” The rider stared angrily at me. I met his gaze. “Does that sound fair?” The rider let out an angered sigh of his own as I finished laying out our terms.

The rider finally took a step back, seeming to ponder for another moment. He finally extended his hand slowly. “Deal.” He said through gritted teeth. I grinned inwardly and took his hand, shaking firmly. There was another gripping match. I did my best to maintain force this time. It was the rider that relented first this time. Once we let go the rider seemed to consider what he was about to say next. “Load The Carriage Onto The Hunting Cart.” He shouted, turning to the crowd. “And Take The Maiden To The Prisoner’s Carriage.” The rider turned back to me, still visibly angry. “This One Will Join Her Shortly.” He said grabbing my arm. and dragging me away. The orcs then shouted in unison “YES LADY BULAK.” “Wait, Lady?” I glanced behind me as ‘Bulak’ led me away. I felt a twinge of paranoia run through me as I watched the orcs approach my car. I reached into the pocket of my jeans with my free hand and used the key fob to lock my car. I had an agreement with Bulak, but I didn’t trust the other orcs not trying to go through my stuff. She led me into the forest. I felt a wave of unease wash over me as the trees slowly obscured us from the group.

As soon as we were out of sight, she turned and choke slammed me into a tree. A jolt of pain ran through my pain and I briefly saw stars. She kept her hand pressed on my throat, pinning me to the tree. My mind raced again as I futilely grabbed her forearm. It hurt, she was cutting off my breath, but she wasn’t restricting it enough to kill me. I smirk as I realized what she was doing. “Getting your punches in while you still can I see.” I choked out mockingly. Bulak removed her helmet. A cascade of dark red hair came out of the helmet and fell onto Bulak’s shoulders and down her back. I stared at her in shock as I saw the waterfall of graceful red hair. She glared at me. Her face was noticeably different from the other orcs, her canines were about half the size and slightly thinner, and her face wasn’t so brutish, more feminine. Now that I had a good look, her body was slightly thinner than the others, but her muscles were more defined.

Bulak’s nails dug into my throat as she squeezed, making sure she had my attention. “I want you to know something outsider,” Bulak spat. Without the helmet, her voice was a bit higher. It still had the power it had with the helmet, but the voice no longer had the reverberation it had before.

I felt myself grin as I realized some moral code stopped her from killing me. “You might as well call me Dexter.” I interrupted. She immediately applied more pressure. My head was starting to feel swollen. “Dumbass, shut up. Pain is still pain.”

Her teeth were bared now and I saw her upper canines were also sharper than my own. “Silence.” She hissed, pushing me up higher. My toes now barely touched the forest floor. She let me suffer for a bit, then relaxed and continued. “You may think you have gotten away with insulting me, but if you so much as think about betraying my tribe,” She leaned in close. “There isn’t single rock you can hide under that I won’t find you and inflict a most painful death. Understand?” I nodded weakly as I started feeling dizzy. My lungs were starting to scream for air. She held me there for a bit longer, eyes still boring into me. She finally let go and let me fall to the ground. I coughed as I fell to my knees and my lungs finally received the air it has been restricted from getting. The pressure in my head dissipated as she grabbed me and roughly led me back to the clearing. I felt the grass scraping along my ankles as I was dragged behind Bulak.

When we got back to the group, some horse-drawn carts had joined my car in the clearing. The horses were the strange breed that I’d seen last night and today. There was a group of twenty or so orcs lifting my car and carrying it to the massive cart. I took a second to stare, shocked at their strength. “At least they had enough sense to keep it upright.” My eyes grew wide as I saw what was already on the cart. There was a massive furry animal on the front, about twice the size of my car, but there seemed to still be enough space on the back to fit two cars side by side. I looked over as I saw Amelia. Her wrists were bound in front of her with medieval iron shackles. She was sitting in a cage-style carriage, wooden rods bound together using some kind of leather. Bulak led me over to the carriage, gesturing at the orc beside it. He stepped forward and bound my wrists in front of me, shoving me in with Amelia once the locks were secured around my wrists. I glanced at her as I sat down. She seemed relieved to see me again and I gave her a reassuring nod. We sat in silence as they finished loading up my car. They then walked over to more carts and piled themselves in. Once the last orc climbed in we headed out, hooves trotting along as our caravan went.



We traveled for hours, heading in a south-eastern direction. I saw the mountains I couldn’t see last night, massive and gleaming in the afternoon sun. Snow topped their peaks as they slowly receded to the north. The cart rocked slightly as we traveled. I glanced around as I took stock of the situation I found myself in. “What in the actual fuck has happened? Orcs? That shit is only possible in fantasy stories. How The Fuck Are They Here?” I let out a sigh as I calmed my nerves and tried to rationalize. “Time to face the facts. This isn’t Florida. Hell, this might not be Earth. I definitely would have heard about something like this if Earth had it. Hell, just the presence of those mountains means I’m far from home. Where I am exactly is another dilemma. Forget planets, am I even in the same universe? Was that green lightning involved somehow? Just where in the hell am I and what am I going to do?” Amelia suddenly broke the silence, interrupting my thoughts. I looked up at her as she spoke. “What did she say to you when she pulled you away from the other orcs?” She asked, fiddling with her shackles.

I let out a sigh as I looked at my own shackles and pulled at them slightly. “She threatened me with death if I ever betrayed the orcs,” I replied flatly. Amelia nodded as her eyes grew unfocused for a moment. “They seem to heavily distrust outsiders. Must be some hyper-isolationist society.” I continued.

Amelia shook her head. “That’s what everyone calls those that arrive here in Banestorms.” She said. “People like you and me that come here from other worlds.”

I furrowed my brow as I recalled the ‘blink’ I experienced. “I’m guessing the ‘Banestorm’ is the moment I went from on the road in Florida to screaming down a mountain?” Amelia nodded. I considered two possible meanings to her words as I sat back, bars pressing against my back. “Multiverse other worlds, or the other side of the galaxy other worlds? And what causes the Banestorms?” I asked in rapid-fire succession. “If this wasn’t earth I wanted to know how fucked I am when it comes to getting back. I'm lucky that they happen to speak english.”

Amelia shrugged as she glanced down. “I haven’t figured that stuff out yet. I haven’t been here that long.” Amelia replied. She was still fiddling with her shackles. “But their tone seems different from the elves. Their animosity towards outsiders might stem from a single traumatic or influential experience with one.” I looked at her with a sense of confusion. She noticed and clarified. “I was studying for my Ph.D. in psychology. Their behavior suggests an availability heuristic that resulted in a cascade among the tribe and from there a bandwagon effect among the younger generations.”

I took a minute to take in what she said. “I understood half those words,” I began. “but I get the idea. A while ago an ‘outsider’ did something very bad to the tribe and it meant a lot of them remembered what happened and have handed their hatred down to their children.” I finished.

Amelia nodded. “Anyway,” Amelia continued. “That’s why it got so quiet when you said their leader had more of a negative quality than an outsider.” Her short chains were making a sharp clicking noise. “Besides that, how’d you know how to deal with her underhanded word manipulation.”

I smirked. “I’m the middle child of seven children,” I replied. Amelia’s eyes went wide. I chuckled at her expression. “Yeah. Not very many families that have that. Anyway, I’ve had enough experience with my siblings to know when someone is playing word games, and how to give them a taste of their own medicine.”

Amelia smirked as she glanced at the carriage driver. She seemed to consider something for a moment. “Are you sure you’ll be able to build another car?” She asked.

I took a minute to consider the question. My mind began meticulously deconstructing and identifying each part of the car I’d need to build. “In theory, yes, it’s just going to take a long while, maybe even years. The limiting factor will be my ability to reinvent the subsequent components and materials used in the car. The oil in particular.” I rubbed my temples in annoyance. Just thinking about all the research, effort, and reverse engineering was giving me a headache. I shook my head as I distracted myself from the effort that would take. “But enough about me, what about you? If you came here in a Banestorm, what were you doing when it happened?”

Amelia was silent for a minute. Her hands shifted and tensed slightly. “I was in the middle of my morning workout, out riding my bike to get some cardio in before school. As I said, that happened about a month ago. I was dropped off somewhere south of where you popped out. And like I said before, I fell into the hands of that disgusting elf.” She seemed to be concentrating hard on something.

I furrowed my brow as I noticed her hand movements. “What are you doing?” I whispered softly. Amelia moved her hands to reveal the ends of her shackles. There was a pair of bobby pins sticking out of the lock. I glanced over at the driver, wondering if he had noticed. “Are you sure you’re able to?” I asked softly.

Amelia shrugged in response. “That’s why I’m trying.” She replied in a hushed tone, then in her normal voice she said. “So, yea. My dad was a mechanic. He taught me the basic maintenance of a car, but not much else. Hell, I’d probably fuck up replacing a sparkplug.”

I looked over at the driver “Okay, making idle noise to disguise an escape attempt.” I stifled a smirk as I turned back to Amelia. “I thought you hadn’t heard of sleeper cars,” I said. “Isn’t one of the things every mechanic knows about are sleeper cars?”

Amelia shook her head. “You misunderstood that, I said I never saw one, doesn’t mean I haven’t heard of them. Not to mention the peculiarity of your combination. A V8 motor that’s that clean is rare, let alone one in a body usually designed for V6 engines.”

I laughed. “Yea, cousin Reggie really had to squeeze that one in there. He had to weld several bracers onto the chassis so that it could hold the engine.” I replied loudly. Then in a hushed tone, I said. “Where’d you even get those anyway?”

Amelia’s head tilted in response. “They’re the ones I was wearing when I came through the Banestorm.” She replied softly “They’re about the only things I have left, the rest was taken by that bastard elf.”

I let out an understanding nod as I glanced at the driver again. He didn’t seem to be paying us the slightest attention. “What’s your plan when you get that off? We can’t just walk out of here.” I whispered.

Amelia shook her head. “I don’t plan on doing anything.” She replied softly. “I just was to make sure I can do it.”

I furrowed my brow, annoyance flaring up slightly. My stomach let out a soft growl. “Do you realize how stupid that sounds?” I hissed back. “If you can do something. Why not do something with it?”

Amelia paused. “So, what were you going to study in college?” She said, trying to delay an answer.

I let out an annoyed sigh as I stared at her. “I was going to major in mechanical engineering, with a minor in computer engineering. I was on a road trip up to Atlanta, Georgia for the spring semester when I guess the Banestorm caught me.” I replied. I then leaned forward and whispered heatedly. “If you’re able to release the cuffs we might as well get some use out of it.”

Amelia let out an annoyed sigh of her own as she looked up at me. “Well, what do you suggest, smartypants?” She hissed angrily. I took pause as I considered for a moment, glancing at the surrounding orc caravan, Bulak in particular.

A devious and admittedly childish plot hatched in my mind. “Okay, here’s my idea,” I said with a smirk.



It took us the rest of the day to reach their city. The sun was touching the tops of the trees in the west when we finally arrived at the gate. I checked my watch, 3:30 pm, January 7th, it definitely wasn’t synced with their day-night cycle. I reset my watch. I kept the day the same but changed the time to 6:30, around the time the sun typically sets. I looked at the city again as my watch let out an audible beep. The city itself was surrounded by massive walls, centered around a particularly massive hill. From my seat in the carriage, I could see over the walls and spot what appeared to be a massive Viking longhouse on top of the hill. Various other smaller houses on plateaus running down the side of the hill. The rest of the city was blocked by the wall. The caravan crawled to a stop as we approached what seemed to be a gate. “Who goes there?” A voice boomed from somewhere behind the wall. The gate was massive, twice as wide as the cart my car was resting on, and about 4 stories tall, it was made entirely of upright logs bound together by various horizontal planks and sharpened to a point at the top. The surrounding wall was just as tall and seemed to be made entirely of vertical logs buried into the dirt, again sharpened to a point at the top. The base of the wall appeared to be reinforced with stone and what passes for cement around here.

My assessment of the wall was interrupted by Bulak coming forward and shouting. “The Chief’s daughter, Bulak, returning from a great hunting trip with seventy-five charges and two prisoners.” My eyes grew wide. “Chief’s daughter?” I looked at Amelia, she seemed shocked. I bit my tongue again as I let out a sigh. “Their chief will probably kill me if he found out I insulted his daughter.” There was paused and then a loud clank from behind the gate. The massive wooden posts swung inwards. The caravan picked up the pace again and started moving into the city. The gates and walls were thicker than they looked. From the outside, it looked to be a regular log wall, but when the gate swung open I saw that they were two logs thick instead of just one. I turned and looked at the inside of the wall. Scaffolding scaled the inside of the walls and stopped near the top to form ramparts for the soldiers. They were just high enough for anyone to look out and not been seen by those outside looking in.

The city itself seemed to be a mishmash of medieval and roman architecture. A musky odor appeared to radiate from all around. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they kept animals in the city. The road itself seemed to be a primitive cobblestone that rocked our cart as we went. The foundations and lower half of the walls made of smooth white stone with the upper half of the walls and the roofs made of wood. As we traveled we saw more orcs, men, women, and even a few children. They seemed to stare at me and Amelia, some with curiosity, most with slight hatred. I turned to Amelia. “Bandwagon” She mouthed. I let out a sigh as I nodded and continued to watch the building slowly pass by. When we got a short way into the city our cart turned off the main road, following Bulak on her horse, and headed towards the main hill. The cart carrying my car followed us as well as one of the carts carrying orcs. The ground rose slightly as we went, turning into a small incline as we approached the hill. Finally, Bulak raised her hand sharply and commanded our driver to stop. The driver obliged and pulled at the reins until we jolted to a halt. She then went to the cart with my car and barked some orders at the other. The orcs hopped out and surrounded my car again. She there came back to me and Amelia. My childish plan made a grin creep across my face. “Are we there yet?” I asked mockingly. Amelia cringed softly.

Bulak looked at me, confused. “Yes, we have arrived,” Bulak said as she stepped down from her horse. She stepped forward, unlocked, and opened the carriage door.

I smirked as an addendum to my plan suddenly hatched. “Excellent.” In one swift motion, my hands went from trapped inside the shackles to tossing the same shackles towards Bulak. She caught them, startled. She had a look of confusion on her face. I grinned at her slight discomfort. “What?” I asked, stepping down from the caged carriage. I was glad to stretch my legs. “Did you think some medieval shackles would be able to hold people like us?” I stretched my arms, glad to finally be able to flex them. I popped my knuckles and various joints as Amelia stepped gingerly from the carriage. She gently handing her shackles to Bulak, giving a look for scorn. I ignored her expression as I suddenly clapped my hands together. “So,” I said, turning to Bulak. “Which building has the pleasure of being my workshop?” I rubbed my hand together, making sure to look enthusiastic to Bulak. She quickly regained her composure and pointed to an old barn. It sat on the edge of a small plateau jutting from the side of the hill. From where I stood there was a small incline that led up to it. The orcs were already carrying my car towards the barn. The incline led to its broadside. There, a large sliding door was being opened by one of the orcs.

Bulak lovered her arm as she explained. “The building is an abandoned stable house that was vacated a year ago.” She handed the shackles to the driver and dismissed him. “You shall be allowed limited access to the city of Snakhagr but are forbidden from leaving.”

I stretched a bit, trying to seem nonchalant and hide my annoyance. “As expected,” I replied. “Act like you know what you’re doing” I began listing off potential requirements on my fingers as I rubbed my head. “I’ll need some help with building this thing. I’m going to need to know where to find your blacksmith, your alchemist, and…” An odorous smell made itself known and I raised my arm and took a sniff. Yep, definitely B.O. “Where ever your bathhouse is.” It had been a full day since I’d washed, and I wanted to wash off as soon as I could. My stomach let out another loud groan and I placed a hand over it. “Lastly, I think I speak for both of us when I say we need something to eat,” I said gesturing at me and Amelia.

Bulak scowled at my numerous requests. “This is not an inn,” Bulak barked at me. “I am not obligated to give you any special treatment.”

I stared at her, annoyed, but finally let out an apparently defeated sigh. “Have it your way,” I replied. “I’ll just wander aimlessly around the city until I find food and everyone that I’ll need to help me build the carriage.” Bulak seemed to falter at my words. I scratched my chin and stifled a grin as I continued. “It may take me weeks to find them. Unless of course, you send for some food and someone to show me around. Trust me, it’ll be better for both of us this way.”

Bulak paused and considered my words for a moment, eyes still showing disdain for my demands. “I shall send someone to show you around the city in the morning,” Bulak said reluctantly. “And I shall have someone bring you food shortly.”

I grinned as I felt a sense of victory swell within me. “Great. Now, where will we sleep?” I asked, pointing at myself and Amelia.

Bulak smiled and gestured again at the old barn again. Amelia and I looked at it in confusion. Amelia quickly voiced her objections. “We can’t sleep in a barn.” She said with disgust. “Is there even a proper bed in there?” She asked. Bulak seemed to take immense pleasure in her discomfort.

I stepped forward as I gestured towards Amelia. “We at least need a bed to sleep on,” I protested. “Progress will be slowed if I have to put the car back together every night so that we can sleep in it.”

Bulak didn’t seem to like that idea. “How slowed would your progress be?” She asked angrily.

I took a second to consider a potential timeline for reinventing a car. “Exaggerate, set the bar low for now.” “Well, it would cause my years of work that I already know it’ll take to extend into decades. I doubt you have that kind of time to wait.”

Bulak let out an angered sigh as she considered what I said for a moment. She finally relented again and gesture towards the barn. “I shall send for a bed. But know that that is the extent to which I give comforts. Tomorrow you begin the task of building another one of your carriages.” She then gestured for us to follow and escorted me and Amelia to the barn. The other orcs had finished placing my car and were just leaving. They shot me and Amelia looks of contempt as we passed. I ignored them and instead focused on the space within. The inside of the barn was fairly spacious. My car sat in the central area as easily as it sat on the cart. There was a ladder that led to a loft. There were empty stables all along the opposing broadside wall. The building was lit by a few lanterns hanging from hooks in the walls. Besides the door the orcs had carried my car though, there were two other smaller doors on either side of the building, one leading towards the large hill, and one leading towards the precipice. There was a random assortment of chairs and tables scattered throughout the barn. “At least the evidence of horses is minimal,” I thought, taking a sniff of the old air. “Don't bother attempting to escape.” Bulak suddenly said. “You may have outwitted simple shackles, but this city has far more defenses than mere metals.” She stepped closer to me, giving me a threatening look. “And I will consider any escape attempt an end to our agreement.” She growled. She then turned and left the barn, closing the sliding door with a resounding Boom.

Amelia turned to me as soon as the door closed, visibly angry. “Exactly how much of a show-off are you?” She asked snappily. “You knew she would beef up security if she saw that we could escape those cuffs, so why did we go along with your plan? And why did you throw your cuffs at her? Do you realize how aggressive that looks?”

I stepped close to her, cautious about any orcs that might have stayed around to listen. “Look,” I whispered defensively “The only way we’re going to divide her attention enough to get out of here is if we behave like rogue variables. Pull stunts like that, escaping part way but not enough to warrant a real escape. She'll be scratching her head wondering how we undid the lock. She's probably heading to their wizard right now to see if he can glean anything from the shackles.”

Amelia didn't seem convinced and let out an angry huff. “You do realize that medieval magical practices have some basis in science.” She whispered aggressively. “Even if the whole lightning bolt from the hand is complete bullshit he might have enough knowledge to create a lock that I can't pick.”

I gestured dismissively as I glanced at the car. A few of the arrows that were sticking from it had fallen during the ride, leaving only a handful remaining. “Then I'll just cut the lock,” I replied. “They have iron, but I doubt any lock they make can stand up to my steel cutters.”

Amelia held up her still red wrists angrily. “What if the lock is made out of whatever material was used in my bracelets?” She hissed sharply.

I paused, I hadn’t considered the possibility. “The elves are probably more technologically advanced than the orcs,” I said, trying to rationalize the events of last night. “They seem to have enough tech to make a shock collar system. I felt it, and you sure as hell did too”

Amelia grabbed her wrist; the skin was still slightly raw. “They're not that Advanced,” Amelia said, putting emphasis on each word. “They're barely better than the orcs.”

I let out an angry growl as my chest burned with rage. “Then how’d they make the bracelet?” I practically shouted. Amelia brought her lips together seemingly about to say something “And don't say magic cause if there's one constant in this entire world, it's that magic does not exist.” I finished.

Amelia’s mouth went agape at my preemptive interjection. “I wasn't going to say magic,” Amelia said defensively. “I was going to say, maybe it's some metal alloy that humans haven't found yet.”

I let out an exasperated scoff. “A polished silvery alloy that's able to withstand the pressure of cutters, designed specifically to cut one of the strongest materials known to man,” I said mockingly. “A metal that’s common enough that they'll use it to shackle slaves whose only purpose is aesthetics and stress relief.”

Amelia looked at me, open-mouthed. I immediately realized the implications of my words. “How DARE You!” Amelia shouted.

I gestured calmingly as I felt myself go on the defensive. “That's not what I…” I began.

Amelia ignored my attempts. “I'm not just some piece of meat that people can just walk over. I was the one that opened the locks.”

I tried to interject. “I didn't mean it like…” I tried to say.

Amelia quickly talked over me. “Of course you didn't mean it.” She interjected, “No one on this whole damned continent means anything they say.” She was starting to walk away.

I started following her. “Amelia would you just listen for one…” I began.

She turned to me angrily, causing me to falter to a stop. “For once, today, I will not listen. I nearly had a heart attack when you started to drive away. When you were telling me of your way to stick it to Bulak, inside me every fiber of my being was telling me your idea was a bad one. I'm almost better off trying to escape the orcs myself. The only problem is I never learned to drive a stick shift.” She began walking away again.

I started following again. “Amelia!” I practically shouted. There was suddenly a loud knock at the sliding door. Amelia and I turned, frozen, our argument interrupted. I paused for a second before moving to open the door. The wood groaned slightly as I grabbed the iron handle and pulled it open. The world had turned dark as Amelia and I argued. The light through the door flowed out instead of in. As soon as the door was open wide enough, something massive seemed to loom out of the darkness. Out of instinct, I sidestepped. A massive frame clipped me in the shoulder and clattered into the barn. What passed for a mattress followed shortly after, just a sack filled with hay.

“SPECIAL DELIVERY FROM LADY BULAK.” a voice boomed somewhere in the darkness. I turned back to look through the door, there were four orcs standing outside. Three of them were laughing their asses off while the fourth was holding a tray of two bowls. He was chuckling softly.

I gritted my teeth, holding back a wave of anger. No point antagonizing more orcs, Amelia was right about that one. I gestured at the bowls as I weathered the pain running through my shoulder. “I assume that that's the food that Bulak has been so gracious as to provide.” The fourth orc nodded and handed the tray to me. I bowed slightly as I took the tray of bowls. “Tell Bulak I said thank you and have a lovely evening,” I said, closing the sliding door with my foot. The sounds of orc laughter faded as I walked back to Amelia. She had her arms crossed but didn't appear as angry as she was a minute ago. I sighed as I set the tray on the hood of my car. “Look,” I began. “You're right about me not handling the unlocked shackles the best way possible. I’m genuinely sorry about that. I’m also sorry for how I spoke to you. But we can't afford to waste time arguing with each other. Let's just agree that neither of us truly knows what's going on right now and eat.” With that, I turned and pulled up two of the abandoned chairs, setting them beside my car. I picked up one of the bowls and took a whiff. What greeted me was a soft gray paste that could be mistaken for shredded cardboard. It looked and smelled as bland as you could get. Then again, I was so hungry I didn't care. I sat down with a sigh and took a bite. Yep bland as fuck.

Amelia walked over slowly and took her bowl. “It looks like bad oatmeal.” She remarked as she sat down and had a spoonful. She scrunched up her face as she scooped some of the food into her mouth and tasted the concoction. “Did they use any flavoring in this?” she asked.

I shrugged as I scooped more of the food into my mouth, stomach finally growing quiet as it was finally fed. “I doubt it,” I replied. “If they hate us as much as you say they do, they might have gone out of their way to make this as tasteless as possible.” I took another bite. “But right now, I’m too hungry to care about the taste.” Amelia considered for a minute, then nodded as she continued eating from her bowl. We sat in silence for a few minutes. I finally cleaned off the last of my bowl and let out a sigh, placing it back onto the tray. Amelia followed suit about ten minutes later, placing her bowl next to mine. We sat in silence for a while as our hunger was finally satiated with the most tasteless food we ever had.

Amelia let out a sigh as she seemed to consider what to say. “I’m sorry I snapped like that.” She said. “It’s just… I spent an entire month planning and plotting and waiting for the perfect opportunity to escape. Then to sweeten the deal a getaway car appears out of thin air.” I smirked at the idea. She began to smile as she spoke. “We even got away from his warhorses using a train horn. I mean, what kind of insanity did we get ourselves into?” I let out a laugh as I nodded in agreement. Amelia’s face was suddenly crestfallen, and I felt my own face grow slack. “Only we ended up being captured the next day by orcs. sigh I just want one day for something to go right.”

I let out a breath as I considered what she said for a moment. “I don’t blame you.” I finally began. “You were ripped from your home, everything you love.” I felt a twinge of fear run through my stomach. “My parents, my siblings, my family” The panic was spreading through my chest. “Everything you cared about just taken away in the blink of an eye.” My heart was starting to beat. “To be thrown into a new world, a world you knew nothing about.” I felt my breaths come out heavy and ragged. “To never know if you’d ever get back, to never see your family again, to be constantly wondering if they’re alright in your absence.” My heart was starting to pound now. The dread was infecting my head, causing darkness to cloud my vision. “To go around every corner of this new world and be confronted with the harsh reality your friends and family might as well be dead for all the chance you have of seeing them again.” I was starting to sound desperate, the pounding was overwhelming, deafening. I felt myself slip from the chair and onto the ground. I shut my eyes, placing my hands on my head, almost in the fetal position, desperately trying to fend off my feeling of helplessness and isolation. I’d always been able to count on my family if I was ever in a situation I couldn’t handle myself. Now that was all GONE. This was the first time I felt truly alone, outmatched, outsmarted, and out of options. I felt myself breathing rapidly as I felt my hands tremble in fear.

Suddenly a sensation on my shoulder started to pull me from my blinded state. I looked up. Amelia stood over me, a comforting expression on her face. Her voice was muffled behind my heartbeat. “Just breathe, in…. and out, in… and out.” I followed her instructions, desperate to bring order to a life that was just thrown into chaos. I controlled my breath and forced myself to swallow. Slowly my heart stopped pounding in my ears. I was no longer breathing heavy, just breathing, controlled breathing. In and out. In. and out. In . . and out. I dropped my head into my hands, feeling a wave washing over me. I don’t cry often, but I couldn’t hold back my emotions. I sat like that for what must have been a good ten maybe fifteen minutes. I felt my body wrack itself from pain and sorrow. The only relief I could find was the tears as they streamed from my face. I finally let out a sigh as I felt my emotions subside. When I looked up Amelia was still there, giving a concerned expression. Her hand felt warm on my shoulder.

I sniffed and wiped what was left of my outburst from my face. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to break like that.”

Amelia shook her head as she gave an optimistic smile. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” She replied. She moved her hand from my shoulder to offering me a lift up. I took it. “An emotional breakdown like that was bound to happen. I honestly had one too when I first got here.” I stood and stretched, feeling relieved as I got to moving again. Amelia glanced at the bedframe still in the middle of the room. “We should rest, there’s no point in figuring out our plan when we’re too tired to think.” I sighed and nodded. Sleep sounded good. Amelia helped me move the frame and bed into one of the stalls. I grabbed the bedding I’d brought for my dorm, doing my best to drape it around the sack of hay into something suitable. The bed was tall enough, probably made to fit a standard orc, but it was too small to fit both of us. The fittings didn’t look much better either. Hell, the comforter might have made for a better mattress. “It’s probably not a good idea for us to try and share it,” Amelia said.

I nodded as I glanced at the car, resigning myself to what I was about to do. “You take the bed,” I said. “I’ll figure something out.” Amelia paused as she looked at me. Her eyes gave me a questioning gaze. I stared insistently back. She finally nodded as she looked back at the bed. She stepped towards the bed for a moment but stopped and seemed to consider something. She then turned and wrapped her arms gently around me, hugging me. It was unexpected. I hesitated before wrapping my arms around her, overlapping my hands just under her shoulder blades. I found comfort in the contact. “We’ll get out of this, eventually,” I assured her.

I felt her head nod weakly against my chest. “I know we will.” She replied. “I’m just glad I’m not doing it alone this time.” I smiled gently as we stood there for a few minutes. I could smell the lavender in her hair. We eventually let go. She gave me assured nod and turned to climb into bed. I wished her goodnight and left to figure out my own sleeping arrangement.

“What do I have that can be used as a bed?” I looked at the front seat. “Legs still cramped from last night.” I looked at the back seat. “Too much shit, and too tired to move it.” I looked in the back of the hatchback. “can't make anything rudimentary, unless….” I dug into the back, opening the box marked “MISC”. “There you are.” I grabbed the cloth hammock that was sitting on top. I immediately remembered why I’d put it there. A leather featureless hood greeted me as I pulled the hammock out, along with various accessories. I felt my face grow flush as I reached into the still open box that had held the bedding and grabbed a blanket, placing it over the top of the MISC box. I let out a relieved sigh before closing it and shoving it back into the car. “Gotta hide that tomorrow. I definitely don’t want to have a conversation like that with her.”

I turned climbed the ladder into the loft and found a suitable location to hang the hammock. I strung it across the barn to two supporting beams. I situated it so that I could look out the loft door to the city and the wall beyond. I packed some blankets into the hammock and climbed in, clothes still on. I gently rocked myself as I gently mused over the day. I drifted to sleep gazing at the city illuminated by moonlight. I was comforted with one final thought “Tomorrow is a new day.”
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I was sleeping soundly that night, well, as soundly as one could on a bed made of hay. It must have been mid-morning when a loud clunk jolted me awake. I sat up in surprise and looked around. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I looked over at the source of the noise. I could just barely see the front from through the door of the stable I was sleeping in. Dexter was walking around his car, placing and moving things on tables he’d arranged around it. The latest of which was a large trunk which had probably been what woke me up. His long sleeve grey shirt was gone, replaced by a navy blue T-shirt, a few flecks of paint gracing the side of the fabric. I stood and stretched, grunting slightly.

Dexter looked up as he heard the bed creak. He smiled when I saw I was up. “Good Morning.” His voice sounded cheery and optimistic. I yawned and walked over to where he stood. “Did you sleep well?” He asked.

I nodded as I rubbed my bleary eyes. “About as good as someone can while sleeping on a bag of hay,” I replied. I looked over the tables. They were laden with boxes, luggage, and other junk. All in all, he probably took up half of our available tables, ladening them with boxes that now rose up almost to my height. Various words were scrawled on the boxes, each relating to what they held; books, textbooks, tools, hobbies  I could barely see the office chair over the whole mess. I pulled out a broken fishing pole and absentmindedly wound the reel before putting it back. “Is this everything that was in your car?” I asked, gesturing at the piles of things he’d manage to bring with him.

Dexter turned and looked at the tables. “Minus one or two boxes, and not including anything in the various compartments.” He replied. He walked over and opened one of the boxes. “I’m still trying to do an inventory of everything. My family helped me pack so I’m not entirely sure what they thought I’d need.” He said as he pulled out some books. “And I’m trying to decide what to do if there’s it’s not strictly useful here. If we’re not on earth, it might be a while before we find a way back. We might as well play along for a bit until we know more about our situation. “ He showed me the books, popular fiction novels. “I love books, but I don’t know what they’ll do if I give these to them.”

I nodded as Dexter put the books back in the box. “Good point. I spent a good month in captivity and I wasn’t able to learn much. It might take a year for us to even find out what causes those Banestorms. As for the books, given their literacy rate not being realistic for fiction novels, I say hold onto them for now.” I looked over at the other boxes. “What about the other boxes?” I asked.

Dexter looked around at the boxes. “Some of them hold more books, some old clothes, but most hold other junk,” Dexter replied. He moved over to a box marked TOOLS. “This one holds the tools that couldn’t fit in the bucket.” He said as he gestured at the bucket sitting next to it. He picked up a wrench that was sticking out of the bucket and began fiddling with it. “I have all the tools I need to disassemble and reassemble the entire engine of my car, but I’d need to build a new engine for the motorized carriage.” He tossed the wrench back. He started walking back to the rear of the car. “And I have yet to unpack the few power tools I have, my computers, and anything electronic, and considering the nearest compatible outlet is millennia away I’m not excited about unpacking them.” He got to the back and pulled out another box. “I may sort everything based on what’s useful now, and what’s useful in the future.” He walked back and set the box next to the trunk. “But for right now I’m just getting it out of my car so that I can get a good look at everything.”

I nodded and glanced around. “So, what’s the plan with the car?” I asked.

Dexter turned to me. “Well, first things first I’ve got to try and figure out the alloy in the chassis and how to make it. Then I’m going to need to figure out what material to use for the engine and the various components in the car.” Dexter started to rub his head. “Somewhere along the way, I need to rediscover electricity and reinvent the various electrical component to make the most basic car. Rubber is going to be high on my list of things to make.”

I nodded in agreement. “That’s a long list of things to do,” I remarked. “The electricity alone would take months to narrow down and refine to a functional point.”

Dexter nodded as he let out a sigh. “That’s not even considering the fuel source I’d have to find. I doubt the orcs have oil in reserve.” A knock at the sliding door interrupted our growing to-do list. “That must be our guide,” Dexter said as he walked over and opened the door. An orc stood behind the threshold. He wore the same garb the other orcs, a loincloth and shawl, but his clothes seemed to be made of a cheetah’s skin. He had a small axe strapped to his left side. He stood about an inch shorter than Dexter but seemed just as wide. His other features were decidedly average for their kind.

His voice boomed like so many other orcs. “I am the one tasked with directing you around the city of Snakhagr.” The orc said. “My name is Kagan, and I have been instructed to answer any questions you may have about the city.” He said as he performed some sort of greeting gesture.

Dexter nodded at Kagan’s statement. “Nice to meet you, Kagan. My name’s Dexter” Dexter extended his hand. Kagan hesitated before he took it and shook. Dexter then mimicked Kagan’s gesture, striking his clenched fist over his heart with a soft thud, then bowing slightly. I still couldn’t get over the fact of the orcs’ size. They were a bit taller than the average human, but Dexter was probably a little over their average height. And they weren’t like the defined muscular figures you saw in popular fiction, they just looked like recreational weightlifters with green skin and pointed ears. They looked strong, but many lacked any real definition. The men also seemed to have hair growing EVERYWHERE there was barely a single part of their body that wasn’t carrying at least wispy strands of hair. “And this is Amelia,” Dexter continued gesturing to me. Kagan bowed slightly, I curtseyed as best I could in the gown I was still wearing. I straightened quickly as that small movement further limited my breathing ability. “Bastard didn’t even bother trying to get the right size. At least I still have Dexter’s jacket.” I thought as I rose up. “So, when does the tour begin?” Dexter asked, turning back the Kagan.

Kagan gestured behind him as he explained. “As soon as you two are ready.”

Dexter looked over at me. “I think we’re both eager to see what this city has to offer,” Dexter said confidently. He turned back to Kagan “Our view from behind a cage offered us little opportunity to see the natural wonders, but I’m sure we’re not the first outsiders to experience orc hospitality.” Kagan seemed to clench his teeth at that statement. I swatted Dexter’s arm as I walked by. “Now’s not the time to be passive-aggressive.” I thought as we left the barn. Kagan guided us back to the main road. We walked on the cobblestone as we followed Kagan. All the while orcs were giving me and Dexter glaring looks. The children, at least, seemed curious, they hadn't yet fallen to their society's conditioning of hostility towards outsiders. Now that we were walking the streets packed with orcs, there was a distinct... odor in the air. Dexter talked to Kagan as we walked. “The first person I’d like to visit is your blacksmith.” Dexter sounded serious and calculating.

Kagan nodded as he rubbed his chin. “You shall need Shurkul then. He is the finest blacksmith in all of Gashur.”

Dexter nodded in affirmation. “Excellent. After that, I'll need to visit whoever makes your medicinal remedies, or your alchemist.” Dexter glanced at me. “At least one of those people will know how to make something flammable that we can use for fuel.” I thought as we walked down the main road.

Kagan nodded as he gestured for us to follow him down a particular road. “Those people are one and the same. Elder mother Garakh oversees all magical duties and teachings.”

Dexter pursed his lips. “What exactly are her magical duties?” Dexter asked, clearly skeptical about the whole thing.

Kagan didn’t seem to notice. “She protects the city and her people against magical assaults,” Kagan replied. “She is also in charge of teaching the apprentice wizards and mages.”

Dexter raised his eyebrows. “What’s the difference?… Between mages and wizards, I mean.” Dexter said.

Kagan seemed to consider for a minute. “If I remember correctly, mages are more powerful… more tuned with the ambient mana. The wizards must put more effort into learning spells.”

Dexter nodded, clearly unconvinced. “I’m sure they do.” He said, clearly thinking it was some spirit power bullshit. Kagan suddenly stopped in front of a building. There were clang sounds coming from an open door. Above the door, there was a sign. It showed a hammer striking an anvil.

Kagan gestured at the building. “This is where Shurkul works our metal and trains his apprentices.”

Dexter’s brows furrowed slightly. “He has multiple? Where we’re from a master typically only has one apprentice.”

Kagan seemed to smirk at the statement. “Then they are not truly masters,” Kagan replied. “Orcs travel all across Gashur to learn from Shurkul’s skill,” Kagan said as he began walking into the building. Dexter and I followed him and stepped into a spacious workshop. There were about five orcs watching an older orc hammer away at a piece of metal. They all wore thick leather aprons. The older orc seemed intent on his work and didn’t even glance up as Kagan closed the door with a sharp boom. Kagan stood idly as the orc continued to hammer. Dexter and I followed his example. The orc eventually stopped hammering and held up the chest plate for the others to see.

“This is what you should create once you have repaired the plate.” The orc said pointing at one part of the chest plate. There was a streak of dull metal on that side. “From here we can polish it back to its original state.” He said. The orc finally noticed Kagan and set the chest plate down. “Now attempt to replicate the process. There is a bin of damaged plates back there.” He said as he began walking over and pointing at a doorway. The other orcs immediately moved to begin their task. The older orc turned and approached us, giving me and Dexter an increasingly familiar look of contempt. “And to what development do I owe this visit?” He asked Kagan, ignoring me and Dexter.

Kagan gestured to me and Dexter. “I am under orders by lady Bulak to guide the outsiders around the city. They asked to know where you work so that you may aid them in their task.” The orc looked at us. His face was slightly pitted and scarred, his short black hair was swept back as if he’d gone through a wind tunnel. He stood at least 2 inches over Dexter. His arms were thick, beefy, and covered in a thin layer of soot. He gazed at me and Dexter through his bright brown eyes with an air of distaste.

Dexter put an effort into ignoring his expression and stepped forward, offering his hand. “You must be Shurkul. A pleasure to meet you. My name is Dexter.” Skurkul did not take Dexter’s hand. Instead, he continued to scowl at us. Dexter dropped his hand, obviously peeved. “And this is Amelia.” Dexter continued, gesturing at me. Shurkul immediately directed his attention to me. I took half a step back as I met his gaze full on. I felt like I was facing down a massive boar.

Shurkul turned to Kagan, ignoring Dexter entirely. “And what task have they been assigned?” Shurkul asked, obviously unhappy at this development. \

Kagan started to reply but Dexter was quick to interrupt. “We’ve been tasked with constructing a motorized carriage.” Dexter began, Shurkul stared at Kagan, deliberately oblivious of Dexter’s words. “And I’ll need your help in constructing the various metallic components and alloys.”

Shurkul continued to ignore Dexter and instead waited for Kagan to respond. “They’ve been tasked with creating one of their motorized carriages.” Kagan finally replied.

Shurkul let out a low growl as he crossed his arms. “And what, exactly, am I required to help with?” Shurkul asked. The orcs in the workshop were starting to take notice.

Dexter again tried to speak directly with him. “We need you to help build the metal parts of the carriage,” Dexter said, a bit louder than before. I could tell he didn’t appreciate being ignored. “But there’s an alloy I think you’ll come to love. We call it steel. It’s much better than the basic iron that you use…”

Shurkul immediately glared at Dexter. Dexter faltered. The orcs in the workshop immediately stopped their hammering. “Are you questioning my craftsmanship?” Shurkul asked challengingly.

Dexter seemed taken aback. “N-No,” Dexter replied. “I’m not questioning the quality of your work. Rather, I’m cautious about the metal you’re applying it to. The simple iron you use won’t work in my…” Shurkul interrupted Dexter’s explanation.

“My metal is NOT SIMPLE!!” He shouted, towering over Dexter. Dexter’s eyes went wide. He looked scared. The entire workshop well silent. Spit started flying from Shurkul’s mouth as he continued shouting. “POMPOUS OUTSIDERS LIKE YOU ARE THE REASON WHY I HAVE TO PUT CARE AND DILIGENCE INTO MY METALS AND MY WORK!! BECAUSE OF HIS EFFORTS!!!” He was starting to point somewhere far off. “BECAUSE OF HIS CREATIONS!! BECAUSE OF HIS TREACHERY!!!” Dexter had his mouth clenched, expression one of absolute terror. “He has no idea how to diffuse the situation. “ I realized. Shurkul continued to scream. “AND YOU EXPECT ME TO HELP YOU BUILD ANOTHER OUTSIDER CREATION?? JUST SO THAT YOU CAN GIVE IT TO THE ELVES?? I SHOULD CUT YOU DOWN WHERE YOU STAND! SARD WHAT BULAK ORDERED, I WILL NOT HAVE MY WORK INSULTED!!” My eyes grew wide as I saw Shurkul reach for something. None of the others seemed to notice. I summoned up as much courage as I could and swiftly stepped between Shurkul and Dexter, spreading my arms out in defense.

Shurkul briefly stepped back, stunned at my intrusion. It was enough for me to bellow a defense. “HE DIDN’T MEAN IT LIKE THAT!” I shouted. Shurkul stared at me. I could now see the rough axe in his right hand, as long as I was tall. My heart pounded, every part of me telling me to run, but I remain and continued. I chose my words carefully as I half murmured a defense. “He merely meant that you may benefit from knowing how to create alloys that . . . He can’t.” I said, hoping his anger at whoever He was would motivate him to help us. “We’d give as much as we know about any alloy we ask you to make. Dexter’s right about the steel. It long replaced many of the jobs that originally went to iron.”

Shurkul’s eyes bore into me, knuckles a pale green around his axe. His face remained unchanging as he seemed to ponder my offer. Finally, he spoke. “Very well,” Shurkul growled, setting his axe back down. He leaned forward, staring above me and towards Dexter.  I heard a soft gulp emanate from behind me. “But I want to know every detail about any pieces that go from my forge to your workshop, including how they interact. . . Now leave. I duties to tend to.” He turned back to his forge. The other orcs suddenly looked occupied with their work.

Shurkul walked off as Dexter let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” Dexter said, turning to me. “I definitely didn’t anticipate a reaction like that.” He said rubbing his head.

Kagan turned to us. “I think it best for us to continue the tour before Shurkul changes his mind,” Kagan said, gesturing at the door.

I nodded. “I think that's for the best,” I affirmed.

Dexter let out another relieved sigh and nodded. “Agreed. Next stop, Elder Mother Garakh.” We promptly left the forge.



We walked for twenty minutes. Apparently, Garakh’s workshop was on the other side of the city from Shurkul’s. Kagan and Dexter talked some more as we walked. “So how big is this city?” Dexter asked.

Kagan gestured at the hybrid houses as he replied. “Snakhagr numbers ten thousand souls over two hundred acres,” Kagan replied. “Not including the thousands of acres of farmland beyond the walls.”

Dexter raised his eyebrows. I felt my own surprise swell as I heard Kagan. That would be considered a small-town back home, but here it would likely be considered a large city. “Gashur must be massive if it can support the capital at this size,” Dexter remarked. “Assuming this is the capital.”

Kagan nodded. “Snakhagr acts as the head of Gashur. Our tribe claims four million hectares in total.” Kagan said. Dexter seemed to stumble at that number.

I did some quick math. “That's about fifteen thousand square miles,” I gasped, shocked.

Kagan faltered then nodded again. “Most astute observation.”

Dexter let out an amazed gasp as we continued to walk. “I'm going to need to see a map when I get the chance. It’ll be good to find out how different the geography is compared to home.”

Kagan thought for a second then shook his head. “You would need permission from the chief,” Kagan replied. “We have been distrusting of outsiders ever since….” He trailed off. “You need not worry about him.” Kagan suddenly said. “Just focus on constructing your carriage.”

Dexter appeared to hone in on the opportunity and seemed intent on pursuing the issue. “I'm going to find out about Him eventually,” Dexter stated firmly. “So, you might as well save us both the hassle and tell me.” Kagan didn't seem enthusiastic about answering the query. Instead, he suddenly stopped in front of a large property. There was a sign on an archway that connected to a footpath leading to the front door. The sign said Elder Mother’s Institute of Magic and Alchemy. The building that it led to had roman columns and was painted green and purple. With the roman columns and strange combinations of colors, it looked like a fraternity with no sense of style.

Dexter threw his hands up briefly as he saw where we were. “Or you could distract me by arriving here,” Dexter said defeatedly. We walked through the archway to the front door. Dexter stepped up to knock, but before he could strike the door, it opened. The orc that stood behind the doorway seemed beyond old. Her hair was a silvery-white and pulled back into a loose ponytail. Her purple shawl was thick and fluffy. You could almost mistake it for woven wool except for a massive ram’s head on her right shoulder. Her face was sagging slightly but her hazel eyes held years of experience. She was hunched slightly but was still taller than me by about two inches. She was leaning on a five-foot-tall staff with a purple gemstone seated at the top. The olive wood appeared aged and well worn. Like many of the female orcs, she was slightly thinner than the males and her tusks weren’t as prominent but she still carried herself like someone formidable in the art of combat.

Her voice rasped slightly as she spoke. “So, what brings outsiders to my institute?” The orc asked.

Dexter almost immediately went from ready to knock to offering his hand. “You must be Elder Mother Gharahk,” Dexter said, trying his best to pronounce her name. An extra h had somehow slipped into the beginning as he tried to pronounce it. “My name is Dexter.” Garahk looked Dexter up and down at his outstretched palm. After a second she switched the hand holding the staff and used her now free hand to shake Dexter’s.

I stepped forward, determined to introduce myself this time. “Nice to meet you, my name is Amelia.” Garahk took my hand, her skin was surprisingly soft, most of the other orcs seemed to have rougher hands.

She let go then turned to Kagan. “Since no one has answered my question I shall ask it again,” Garahk muttered impatiently. “Why have you brought the outsiders here?”

This time Kagan anticipated Dexter’s speed and spoke quickly. “They have been tasked by lady Bulak with building what they call a motorized carriage and have asked for your skills in alchemy,” Kagan explained.

Dexter scrunched up his face slightly. He seemed to dislike how Kagan worded his response. “We merely need access to your alchemical supplies,” Dexter provided. “Plus, any explosively flammable liquids that can be easily vaporized.” Garahk stared at him.

I pulled on his arm, turning him towards me. “What could they have that fits that description?” I asked him, a little annoyed.

Dexter shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s worth a shot. She might have something that could work with some tinkering.” He turned back to Garahk. “Do you have anything that fits that description?”

Garahk gazed at him for a minute as she seemed to consider. “I have no such substance that I would trust an outsider with.” She replied. “And I would need to have a word with Bulak before I allow you access to my storeroom or my potions.” Dexter stared at Garahk. This definitely wasn’t the reaction he was hoping for.

I grabbed his arm before he could press the issue and get on another orc’s bad side. “That’s perfectly fine,” I said, dragging Dexter away. “Talk to whoever you need to talk to.” Dexter didn’t seem eager to leave but didn’t resist when I dragged him back through the archway. Garahk stared at us as I dragged Dexter along. She finally closed the door again and left me, Dexter, and Kagan in front of the archway. “Now’s not the time to antagonize someone that we need,” I said, scolding Dexter. “If you want to be persistent with her you need her to want to help. Considering that she’s so old it might be weeks before she allows us to get what we need.”

Dexter’s face shifted slightly. He didn’t seem convinced. “She can’t be that old. People in medieval times didn’t live long lives.” He turned to Kagan. “How old is your Elder Mother?” He asked.

Kagan brought a finger to his chin as he thought for a minute. “Last I heard, she has lived for five centuries,” Kagan said. I turned to him in shock.

Dexter seemed just as startled. “What? Five centuries?” Dexter asked. “As in three-hundred and sixty-five days a year for five hundred years?”

Kagan shrugged, seeming unsurprised at the number. “Give or take some years… Yes.” Kagan replied. Dexter seemed to take a minute to process this, I couldn’t blame him. “500 years,” I thought. “She’d be older than the United States in its entirety.”

Dexter’s face scrunched up again as he seemed to consider something. “So what’s the average orc lifespan?” Dexter asked, still stunned at the revelation.

Kagan considered for a minute. He finally gestured about as he explained. “Most orcs live for two centuries, but some can get to four without aid,”

Dexter still seemed shook. “Jesus Christ,” Dexter exclaimed. “A human would break records getting to a hundred and fifty.”

It was Kagan’s turn to be surprised for a second but stopped as he seemed to think for a minute. “If you wish, we could speak to Garahk about this matter,” Kagan said gesturing back at the door. “I have heard she has just the spell that will extend your lifespan.”

That statement seemed to snap Dexter back to reality. He shook his head dismissively. “I’m sure she does,” Dexter said, almost sarcastically. “I’ll talk to her if it’s worth the trouble.” He started walking back down the road. “Next stop the Chief. He lives up there, right?” I started following Dexter as he made his way towards the hill.

Kagan suddenly voiced a fact that we hadn’t known before. “The Chief is not in Snakhagr at present.”

Dexter stopped in his tracks and turned to Kagan. “Well, where is he?” Dexter asked.

Kagan gestured towards one of the walls circling the city as he explained. “He left for a Grand Hunt a week ago.”

Dexter let out a sigh as he stared at Kagan annoyedly. “Well, when will he be back?” Dexter asked. “And didn’t Bulak just return from a Grand Hunt?”

Kagan shook his head. “Bulak returned from a Great Hunt,” Kagan explained. “Chief Dubak will be returning with live creatures as well as deceased ones. The arena must maintain its stores in some way. He should return within the week.”

Dexter seemed to consider Kagan’s words for a minute then let out a forced sigh. “Then we’ll wait to talk to him. . . . In the meantime, do you have someone that works with gears? A tinkerer maybe?”

Kagan thought for a few minutes then finally nodded. “I believe we have one such person, yes.” Dexter grinned as he turned to me. Dexter seemed about to say something when Kagan continued. “But her shop is near Shurkul’s forge.”

Dexter closed his eyes as he let out a sigh and turned back to Kagan. “Then we’re just going to have to make our way back,” Dexter said defeatedly.



It took another twenty minutes to walk back to where the workshop was. All the while Dexter tried to get Kagan to tell him about the mysterious outsider. “What did he do exactly?” Dexter asked. Kagan remained silent. “I can piece that he offered the same thing I’m offering, what with Shurkul’s outburst and all. The only thing I need is to find out what he was offering specifically. It must have been a bit of outsider tech that required manufactured pieces. Those pieces probably don’t make sense separated but coalesce into something that gives a distinct advantage in the medieval world. Either that, or he needed replacement parts for something that was already completed.” Kagan continued his silence, his jaw clenched in frustration. “And given how much emphasis Shurkul put on the elves and treachery I’m guessing he defected to the elves the instant he had the opportunity? And ever since the city has had to deal with the fallout of his actions.”

Kagan angrily turned to Dexter. “The other orcs would chain you to your workshop if you found out what He did,” Kagan spat.

Dexter stopped walking. After a second he continued his verbal explanations. “Then it’s something you have no idea how to prevent,” Dexter said. He seemed to ponder this for a minute. “Which doesn’t narrow it down in the slightest. Well, what outsider tech did he promise?” Dexter asked. Kagan went back to walking. I let out a soft sigh as Dexter continued following him. “And how long ago did this happen? If it happened a hundred years ago what he offered would be very different from what I’m offering.” Kagan continued to walk.

I grabbed Dexter’s arm. “Just let it go for now,” I said firmly. “He’s not willing to speak so there’s no point pressuring him.”

Dexter glanced at Kagan as we continued to walk. “Fine,” Dexter finally sighed. “But I’m going to find out about Him eventually.”

I nodded as I squeezed his arm gently. “Eventually,” I said. We continued to walk down the street. Orc continually shot us disapproving glances as we passed. Finally, Kagan guided us down a small alleyway. We walked along the claustrophobically small road until we finally reached a small secluded building near the end of it. There was a partially rotten sign over a door. The sign was a simple connection of two half gears. The exterior was obviously not tended to often. Kagan stepped through the door, motioning for me and Dexter to follow. Dexter and I glanced at each other before complying. The space beyond the door was small and cramped, somehow even more so than the street before. Dexter probably only had two inches of clearance between him and the ceiling. There were only seven feet of floor between the door and a counter where an orc was sitting, working on a small device. Behind her, there was a wall of small drawers. A few were open and a few variously sized gears could be seen poking out of them. A section of the drawers seemed to be missing and formed a doorway that led to a cramped workshop.

She didn’t even look up as Dexter closed the door, but she did voice a rehearsed greeting. “Welcome to Madam Urog’s shop of trinkets and devices. What can I help you with?” She sounded slightly bored.

Dexter moved to the counter and placed his hands on it. “We need your help with something big,” Dexter said, skipping the introduction this time.

The orc’s eyebrows raised in slight surprise. “Oh?” She asked. “And what do you…” She looked up from her work and saw Dexter, then me, then Kagan. “What are they doing here?” She asked Kagan.

Dexter pursed his lips as he wisely waited for Kagan to reply this time. “They require your skills with gears apparently.”

Dexter extended his hand. “My name is Dexter.”

The orc looked at him, then took his hand. “Urog.” She said simply. Urog placed what she was working on down and stood. She was only a little taller than me. Her jet-black hair was pulled back into a shoulder-length ponytail. She turned to me and looked at me with her bright blue eyes.

I waved gently at her as I gave an apologetic grin. “Hi,” I said softly. “My name’s Amelia.” I stepped forward to shake her hand. She took my hand and gripped firmly. “Definitely stronger than they look.” I thought as Urog clenched my hand. “Higher ratio of fast-twitch muscles maybe?”

Urog let go and turned back to Dexter. “So, what do you need of me?” She asked, picking her device up and turning a dial. The device made a rapid clicking sound.

She dropped the device again as Dexter spoke. “We need you to work with Shurkul to make metal gears,” Dexter replied. The device rattle and moved about randomly on the countertop. Dexter motioned with his hands. “Some are going to be this big.”

Urog looked at Dexter’s hands. She seemed to scowl as she heard Shurkul’s name. “I can make the gears myself.” She said firmly.

Dexter shook his head. “Not using the materials I need.” He countered. “You seem to work beautifully with brass,” Dexter remarked gesturing at the device “but I need gears made of thicker metal, metal which can’t be worked with like brass.”

Urog didn’t seem to take kindly to that. “I’ll not work with that arrogant excuse of a blacksmith,” Urog said.

Dexter glanced at Kagan before pressing the subject. “I was told that Shurkul was considered the best blacksmith in Gashur,” Dexter said.

Urog snorted in derision. “Believe me, he was the most incompetent when we were younger. I am shocked that he managed to obtain the same apprenticeship as me.” Urog said. “The only reason he got through it was that he seduced me and convinced me to help him learn what he could not in the forge.” The device finally stopped moving. “In terms of skill we’re on par, but I prefer to work with manipulating motion rather than making simple blades.”

Dexter took a minute to consider what she said. “So, what’s the problem?” Dexter finally asked. Urog seemed to clench her teeth at that statement. “It sounds you two would work great together and given the scale we’ll eventually need you’ll be just as successful as him.”

Urog seemed beside herself and about to say something when I interrupted. “Dexter,” I said as I gently pushed him back from the counter. “Let me handle this before you make another orc want to kill you.” Dexter hesitated then backed up as I took his place in front of Urog. I leaned in close, gesturing for Urog to do so as well. Urog glared at Dexter for a minute before complying. I used a hushed tone as I slowly formulated the right buttons to push. “Don’t mind him. He doesn’t understand what it’s like. He hasn’t had to struggle to make ends meet, especially when someone else has made it so easily.”

Urog glanced at Dexter, then slowly turned back to me. “That is not the reason.” she finally said. “I just feel . . . betrayed by him. As soon as the apprenticeship was over he behaved differently towards me as if the whole affair did not matter. . .  I never receive a response from him. I feel as if the turmoil I have endured would have been more bearable if I had done so with him.” I nodded understandingly as I gave a reassuring smile. “How close was that to His incident?” I thought to myself.

I brought my thumb to my chin as I gently probed the notion. “I’m guessing that was around the time an outsider was let into the city?” I asked her. Urog thought for a minute, then nodded. I stifled a smirk as I chose my next words carefully. “Well, this might be your chance to prove yourself to the other orcs. They see Shurkul as the best of the best, but if someone were to show him up and use the metals in ways he never could, they may see your profession in a better light than ever before.” I let Urog consider what I said for a minute, then continued. “Plus, if you show him just what he’s missed all these years he may even come crawling back to you.” Urog seemed to like that idea.

Urog straightened herself and looked at Dexter. “You have yourself a deal,” Urog said. Dexter raised his eyebrows at me as I turned to him and smiled. Urog continued as she packed her device away and walked into the cramped workshop behind her.“I shall meet you at Shurkul’s workshop tomorrow to begin coordination.” Urog called as she disappeared from sight.

Dexter stared at me questioningly for a second before sighing and turning back to where Urog had vanished. “We’ll just be discussing how best to make the metal I need. We won’t be needing to build gears until I get the chassis built.” Urog poked her head out and seemed disappointed at that statement. Dexter’s face twitched slightly as he noticed and quickly continued. “But you might be able to offer insight on metallurgy. Plus, it’s best if you know everything we do about the metal we’re going to be working with.”

Urog grinned at the change in plans and nodded as she disappeared back into her workshop. “I will not disappoint you. You can be certain of that.”

Dexter nodded in response and turned towards the door. “We’ll leave you to your work then,” Dexter said as he pulled open the door and left the cramped space. Kagan and I followed, gently closing the door behind us. Dexter was stretching when we joined him in the relative light of the alley. “What exactly did you say to her?” Dexter asked as he turned to me.

I grinned slyly as I folded my hands behind my back. “Nothing that you need to worry about. It won’t affect construction.”

Dexter stared at me for a second then sighed as he shrugged. “As long as your deal doesn’t interfere with the motorized carriage.” I shook my head again, affirming my prior statement.

Kagan suddenly stepped forward and addressed Dexter. “Are there any others you require?”

Dexter let out a soft hmm as he thought for a minute. “No one that’s crucial to making a working engine… but we still would like to know if you guys have a bathhouse or something we can use… the barn isn’t exactly equipped for our cleaning habits.”

Kagan looked down slightly as he thought for a minute. “How often do you clean yourselves?” Kagan suddenly asked. “We have a building for communal purposes, but I am most curious as to how often you would be using it.”

Dexter and I glanced at each other, an odd question to say the least. Dexter shrugged as he turned back to Kagan. “If we can, we’ll be using it daily. Either just after we wake up or just before we go to sleep. And please tell me it isn’t back by your Elder Mother’s Institute.”

Kagan raised his eyebrows at Dexter’s response. “That often? An orc will often go weeks, even months, without bathing.”

Dexter’s nose scrunched up slightly and I felt like doing the same. “That’ll explain the smell,” Dexter said, raising a hand to his nostrils. “and the difference between your average lifespan and how far you can actually go.” Dexter turned to me. “It might be beneficial to teach the orcs about germ theory.”

I nodded. Kagan looked confused. “It could extend their average lifespan by 50 years,” I remarked.

Dexter shook his head, still keeping his hand close to his face. “Simply washing regularly would do that. Plus cut back on many diseases.” Dexter countered. “If their population fully understood it, it could double their average lifespan.”

Kagan seemed to be getting annoyed. “I do not appreciate being insulted to my face,” Kagan growled angrily.

Dexter and I realized the implication of our discussion, and I quickly corrected it. “We’re not insulting you,” I explained. “We’re just discussing the effects that’ll likely occur when we tell you about germ theory.” Kagan seemed taken aback. I continued. “Here, guide us to the bathhouse and I’ll tell you about it along the way.” Kagan thought for a second then finally nodded and motion for us to follow.



It took us ten minutes to walk to the bathhouse. All the while I explained to Kagan about germ theory. At the end of the explanation, Kagan spoke, summarizing my synopsis. “So, if I am hearing you correctly, all the diseases we know of are caused by tiny little creatures? Creatures so small they cannot even be seen.” I nodded. “And these creatures thrive in places that aren’t regularly washed?” I nodded again. “And if we wash regularly we have a better chance at fighting the more threatening creatures?”

I nodded once more. “That’s the long and short of it. If I had a microscope I could show you why such small creatures threaten such large ones.”

Kagan turned to Dexter. “Is what she says true?” Kagan asked me, pointing at me.

Dexter nodded. “It’s a little more complicated than that, but in general yes that’s the origin of many major diseases. She probably knows more, but that’s my general understanding of it.” He replied. Kagan seemed to think a bit as we walked.

I turned to Dexter as Kagan seemed to sink into his thoughts. “We might have to be careful about infections. Who knows what kind of foreign diseases they have.”

Dexter nodded in response. “We should keep a clean bucket in the barn for smaller-scale washing, just in case.” I nodded as we continued to follow Kagan down the street.

Suddenly, he pointed at a large building made entirely of stone. “There it is,” Kagan said. “The communal bathhouse.” Compared to the rest of the city, the building stood out like a sore thumb. Whereas the building around it was a combination of medieval and Roman architecture, the bathhouse seemed to be entirely roman. It was made completely of stone with roman columns along the front, with two large orc statues kneeling on either side of the front door. I gazed at the black sheep of a building.

Dexter looked at the building and whistled. “Impressive,” Dexter remarked. “What’s it like on the inside?” He asked.

Kagan gestured to each side of the building. “Females on the left, Males on the right. With entertainment on both sides. You would not be hard-pressed to find room within. It was built to accommodate twenty thousand residents. It is as much stone on the inside as the outside.”

Dexter nodded as he continued to stare at the building. “How often is the water replaced? I heard our old bathhouses kind of had a problem like that. The aforementioned creatures also like to live in stagnate water.”

Kagan nodded as he gestured at the building again. “It replaces itself.” Dexter looked at Kagan, confused. “The water is supplied by a natural spring, and the used water is let out the back through the city walls,” Kagan said gesturing at the log wall behind the building. Dexter seemed to think for a moment then nodded.

He then glanced at his watched as he turned around. “Like I said earlier, Impressive. Now let’s get back t-...” Dexter suddenly stopped. I turned away from the building and looked at him. His back was towards me, beginning to make his way back to the barn, but there was an axe leveled at his neck.

An orc held it. He was scowling at Dexter. “Give me a reason, outsider, and I swear I’ll end you.” The orc growled. I felt my heart quicken as I saw the sharpened blade and the determination in the orc’s eyes. Kagan finally turned at the sound of the voice, drawing his own axe.

He stepped forward and used his axe to pull the other axe away from Dexter’s neck. “You will do no such thing, Yargol,” Kagan said firmly, directing his axe at the new orc. Dexter was pushed back by Kagan, falling to the floor with a thud. I rushed to help him up as he began rubbing where the axe had hovered above his neck only moments ago. “The city is under orders by lady Bulak. The outsiders are not to be harmed.” Kagan growled. “Do I have to remind you of the punishment the Varbuk brothers face for their actions last night?”

Yargol seemed to falter at Kagan's statement. “I can handle a few rounds through the gauntlet.” Yargol snarled.

Kagan stared firmly at the orc. A few onlookers were watching the standoff. “For throwing a bed,” Kagan growled firmly. Yargol seemed to freeze “The Varbuk brother only threw a bed at the outsiders, and they received twenty rounds through the gauntlet. The only reason Krothu avoided the punishment was because he was holding their food and did not partake in throwing the bed.” Kagan straightened slightly, raising himself above the intruding orc. “If you harm them intentionally you shall be spending the rest of your life running through the gauntlet. That is if Bulak deems you worth to keep your head.” Yargol flinched at the threat and seemed to think for a minute. I could feel the tension in the air as I was uncertain what the orc’s response would be. He let out an angered growl then turned and left without a word. Kagan let out a relieved sigh as he turned back to me, holstering his own axe. “Apologies,” Kagan said, “I thought everyone knew the sincerity of Bulak’s oath.” Dexter’s words flashed through my mind. “you will guarantee us that we will not be unjustly harmed while in your city.”

I nodded as I placed a hand on Dexter’s shoulder, silencing him. “That’s fine,” I said before Dexter could try and question Kagan. “So long as no one was harmed.” I looked at Dexter. He saw my expression and wisely decided to keep quiet for now. “But I do think it’s best that we head back to the barn.” Kagan nodded and began to escort us back. Dexter stood brushed himself off before following Kagan down the bustling cobblestone road.



Dexter



It took us ten minutes before he finally walked into the barn. I glanced around at the tables. Everything was still there. I walked over to the table carrying boxes of my clothes. “You go ahead and get cleaned up first.” I opened one of the boxes and dug through it. “I want to try and sort some of this stuff before I get washed up.” Kagan stood beside her, waiting to escort her back to the bathhouse.

Amelia looked on as I searched. “You have something I can change into?” She asked.

I titled my hand back and forth in a so-so gesture. “Nothing your size,” I said as I pulled out a T-shirt, a pair of shorts, and some fresh boxers. “But it’ll be better than what the orcs will likely give you.” I handed the clothes to her. I looked at Kagan. “No offense.”

Kagan eyed the fabric I had handed Amelia and shook his head. “None taken,” Kagan replied flatly.

I turned back to Amelia. “And thanks for helping out today,” I said. “I definitely wouldn’t have the help I do now without you.”

She nodded and smiled softly. “Thanks,” She said. She then looked at the table of boxes. “And good luck with sorting all that.” She said gesturing at the boxes.

I glanced over. “Yea, Hopefully, I get some of it sorted by the time you get back.” I turned back to Amelia.

She waved my way as she turned and walked towards the door. “Alright, see you in an hour or so.” I waved in response as she left the barn for a much-needed bath. Kagan followed her and closed the door with a deep boom. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head. “Obviously Kagan’s more of an escort than a guide.” I thought as I turned back to the tables. “Then again, I’m glad Bulak is keeping to her word.” I picked the last box from the back of my car and set it beside the ones that contained books. “Might as well start with this.” I thought as I looked at the boxes. I opened one and began sorting.

I spent about thirty minutes sorting the books. I grouped them based on their usefulness. I’d need some way to escape this place and find a way home. “If I do make it out of here I should try and find where I popped out. That might be a good place to start looking.” The stacks of books slowly grew as the mind-numbing task of sorting slowly progressed.  fiction… textbook… non-fiction… fiction… sci-fi… dictionary… manual… Suddenly a pfsss broke the silence of the barn. I froze, listening intently. I felt like I had heard the sound before. The noise didn’t happen again, so I went back to sorting. fiction… textbook… textbook… hisss a new noise penetrated the barn. I stopped sorting entirely. That was definitely something I had heard before. I tilted my head and strained my ears trying to hear. pfsss… hisss… pfsss… hisss The sound was too soft for me to pinpoint. “What makes that noise?” I thought. pfsss… hisss “The office chair?” I turned to where I’d placed it. I couldn’t see it behind the car from where I stood but I could sense motion. I quietly crept around the car. I finally rounded the back of the car and saw the source of the noise. A small orc child was kneeling with their back to me, examining the office chair. I glanced up and saw one of the side doors standing open, completely out of my line of sight. “Gotta give props for sneaking up like that.” I thought as I turned back to the kid. The child was playing with the chair, using the lever to raise it up, and lower it down using her hand as a weight. “Smart too.” “Hello there,” I said, a little loudly. The orc child suddenly jumped to her feet, started. The office chair rattled slightly as she bumped it. The child was an obvious she. She wore a full-length loincloth and had what could pass as a sleeveless shirt. Her hair hung wildly down to her shoulder, her deep brown eyes seemed to scream terror.

She stammered out an apology. “I-I-I am sorry. I was just curious and…” she sounded really scared now. “Please don’t hurt me.” She covered her head with her arms and crouched down slightly.

I looked at her, confused. “Why would I hurt you?” I asked.

She looked up, still cowering behind her arms. “B-because you're an outsider.” She said, finally dropping her arms. “Outsiders are supposed to be mean, right?” She asked. She rubbed her hands together nervously, waiting for me to make a move.

Shrugged slightly as I slowly crouched, trying to seem non-threatening. “Not all of them. Some of us are, but I think a lot of us aren’t that bad.” I smiled as I gave her a reassuring expression. “My name is Dexter. What’s yours?”

She stood silent for a moment, uncertain about my friendliness. “Shel.” She said timidly.

I smiled gently. “Nice to meet you, Shel,” I said softly. “What brings you here?”

Shel hesitated for a minute before responding. “I heard there were outsiders here. I got curious. I am sorry to have intruded.”

I shook my head insistently. “Curiosity is good,” I assured her. “It’s the voice in your head that tells you something wonderful is in there.” She looked around the barn, specifically towards my car. I gently prodded her curiosity. “What’s your curiosity telling you now?” I asked her.

She was silent for another minute. “What is a metal carriage doing in a barn?” She finally asked.

I looked over at my car, then back at her. “Great question,” I said with a smile. “I’ve been tasked by lady Bulak to build another one of these carriages. So, I’m using this barn to take it apart and find out how to make another one.” I said gesturing around the barn.

Shel looked at me, still seeming a little apprehensive. “So, you know how it works?” She asked.

I smiled. “Yes, I do,” I said. I offered my hand. “Want to find out yourself?” She hesitated as she looked at my hand, then took it. “Perfect,” I said as I guided her to the front of the car. “Wait here.” I rushed over to the driver's side door and pulled the latch that would unlock the hood. Shel stepped back in surprise, startled at the noise. I walked back over and opened the hood. Once I had it open I lifted her onto the front.

She giggled as I lifted her by her arms. “You’re strong,” she remarked.

I laughed. “I had to be. My home was frequented by storms and I’d help my family clean up the mess it left behind.”

She smiled as she looked into the hood. “So, what is this?” Shel asked, pointing at the engine.

I smiled as I turned to the engine within. “I’m very glad you asked.” I spent the next forty-five minutes explaining the various parts of the engine and how they work together to make the car move. I was finally interrupted by Amelia walking in, hair still wet, and wearing the clothes she’d borrowed.

Amelia had a flash of confusion on her face as she saw Shel on the front of the car. “Now who’s this?” Amelia asked sweetly.

Shel smiled as she answered. “My name’s Shel.” She said gleefully.

Amelia nodded as she crouched slightly. “I’m sure it is,” Amelia said. “But I think it’s time for you to go home.” Shel looked at me, searching for approval.

I nodded and waved towards the door she’d come in from. “I’ll teach you more about the car when you come back.” Shel smiled as she dropped down from her seat and scurried to the open door, closing it as she left.

I turned to Amelia and jumped slightly as I saw she had stepped closer. “You should be careful,” Amelia said softly. “We still need to figure a way out of here.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh. “We will,” I whispered back. “But it can’t hurt to be friendly to the children.” I closed the hood and moved to gather a change of clothes for my own bath. “We might as well leave behind someone that has a positive experience of outsiders.”

            

    
        4. Sponge On A Stick

    
    
    
    
                

Bulak



I sat in my chambers, sharpening my battle axe and preparing for the inevitable conversation I was to have with my father. “I know the last time we let an outsider into the city he brought an army of elves with superior magic down on it. But I can assure you that these two will not escape. I shall make sure we know about anything they attempt to build. I have already taken precautions against them escaping in the night. The guards are granted to use force in their regard.” Suddenly a knock at my door brought me out of my stupor. “Enter.” I barked. One of the messengers entered my chambers. His name was Yukha if I remember correctly.

He bowed as he relayed his message. “Elder Mother Garahk requests your presence in the Great Hall,” Yukha stated.

I let out a low sigh as I set my sharpening stone down. “Guess I am to have this conversation sooner than I thought.” “Very well,” I said. “I shall be there shortly.” Yukha nodded and scurried out of the room and down the hall. I rose to my feet, strapping the axe to my back. I stretched, musing over what the Garahk would say. I let out another sigh as I resigned myself to the development and departed for the Great Hall. I traveled down the hall towards the stairs that would take me to the Great Hall. My footsteps echoed as I walked. The large animal trophies that decorated the wall gave me a blank expression as I passed. I finally reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped out into the Great Hall. There were a few orcs still eating. The Great Hall was a one-part throne room, one-part communal eating area, and one-part public council chamber. Father’s Throne was to my left, a small monument made of wood and stone with a series of ivory tusks emerging from the sides and pointing upwards. Mother’s throne stood beside it, a softer version of my father’s. Her crown sat idly on its seat, unworn for almost five decades. I almost couldn’t bear to look at it. “It will not be like last time,” I assured myself. I finally saw our Elder Mother, sitting nearby. She was examining a handful of small ivory runestones. “You requested my presence?” I asked her as I approached.

Garahk did not glance up, merely stopped. She hesitated for a moment before speaking calmly. “I have only on one other occasion drawn four runestones using my Destiny spell.” I looked down and saw that she was indeed holding runestones. “When that other outsider made himself at home in Snakhagr.” She suddenly placed the stones on the table.

I looked at the symbols adorning each of them ‘ᚾ ᛣ ᛪ ᛞ’; Control, Death, Spirit, and Fire. “What significance can you draw from these?” I asked her, wary of what she might say. Garahk continued to look at the runes. “If you drew control… then it is not likely this one will escape.”

Garahk let out a huff of air. “You need to study your runes more.” She said, picking up the control rune. “This is freedom, not control.” I examined the stone. Indeed it was Freedom, oft mistaken for control by many. “And it is the order that troubles me.” She continued.

I looked at her curiously. “In what order were they?” I asked, almost afraid of what it was.

Garahk seemed to ponder what she was about to say. “Death, Spirit, Fire, then Freedom.” She finally replied. “With this spell, it is rare to have death, not at the end, but even rarer to have it first.” I stood in silence as I processed what she said for a minute. Then Garahk spoke again. “Do you remember your runes?” She asked me.

I looked at her curiously. “ ‘ᚡ ᛉ ᛏ’; Transform, Life, and Begin,” I replied. No orc forgets the runes that were drawn for them. They were a prophecy for our future, a tapestry of fate that was set before us.

Garahk nodded as she continued. “And do you remember what I drew when He came?” She asked me.

I thought for a moment. “ ‘ᚾ ᚱ ᚸ ᛣ‘; Freedom, Person, The Unknown, and Death, in that order,” I replied. Of course I remembered, how could I not? That was her death. I glanced back at the thrones then gazed back at Garahk. “Why do you bring it up?” I asked her.

Garahk lifted a small sack onto the table. It rattled as she set it down. “I have sixty runestones that belong in that bag,” Garahk said, pointing. “And the two times I used the spell on an outsider I draw these two runestones both times, Freedom and Death, in reverse order.” I looked at the sack. “The order of them is what interests me.” She said, pointing at the stones. “Perhaps this is a sign from the gods. While He sowed only chaos and destruction… perhaps this one will bring us the opposite. . . . Then again, perhaps that is wishful thinking” I considered Garahk’s words for a minute. I certainly hoped this one was different from Him. Garahk suddenly spoke again. “But back to my initial reason for coming here.” She said, turning to me for the first time. “Why did you bring, not one, but two outsiders into the city?” She asked, sounding agitated.

I gestured at her calmingly as I nodded. “I assure you,” I began, snapping back to the issue at hand. “It won’t be like last time.”

Garahk lowered her head into her hand. “How can you be sure?” She asked me. “And how will you handle Chief Dubak? Do you even know what he was asking me for? I am not even certain that he could be trusted with such a substance.” She was starting to sound angry. A few orcs glanced up from their plates.

I motioned for her to remain calm. “Trust me, Elder Mother, the outsiders will be very uncomfortable if they ever think about escaping,” I assured her.



Dexter



I was sitting comfortably in the bathhouse. Relaxing in the water with my eyes closed, shoulders just barely peating out from the top of the water, internally planning potential methods of escape. “The car’s got a quarter tank left. At most, it’ll get us fifty miles. If Gashur is that big that won’t even get us to the border, even if I had a method of getting it and us beyond the walls. Maybe some other form of a vehicle? It would need to be faster than a horse, plus completely gasless. Plus, after that, I’d need to find a way to get back to earth. That’s not something I can easily remedy.” tap tap My internal monologue was suddenly interrupted by a tap on my shoulder. I looked up. One of the entertainment had walked over, carrying a bowl of pleasant-smelling oil. She was bare-chested, like the others, and wearing a loincloth that left the outside of her legs exposed. I felt a twinge of arousal as I saw her exposed form. She was holding a sponge, this one stuck to a stick. Her breasts swayed slightly as she moved. She seemed to jump back as she saw my eyes. She stood still, likely confused at my retinal hues. “Can I help you?” I asked her.

She collected herself, then spoke. “Would you like me to help you scrub off?” She asked, offering the sponge. I thought for a moment, then nodded. I closed my eyes and went back to my internal dilemma as she dipped the sponge in oil and started running the sponge over me. “What about a bike? I’ve got Urog, she could probably make the parts I need.” I heard a splash and a far-off chuckle. I opened my eyes and looked around, I couldn’t see that far without my glasses, but I could tell the few orcs in the bathhouse found something absolutely hilarious. It wasn’t just one group either. Quite a few of them seemed to chuckle to themselves. “That’s . . . odd. What’s different that would cause that?” I started going through the list. “Outsider in the bath: No reaction. New orc?” I looked around, no one looked to have joined. “Not that either. So that leaves…” I looked up at the orc currently scrubbing my shoulders, her face didn’t betray any emotion as she dipped the sponge in the oil. I looked at all her features, her face didn’t appear misshapen or deformed. Her breasts didn’t appear abnormal. They were large enough to rest in my hand. I looked around at the other orcs, they too had female orcs scrubbing them. “So it’s not that either.” I looked at the other orcs being scrubbed down, trying to spot the differences. “One of these things is not like the others. One of these things just doesn’t… the sponge.” I looked at the sponge currently rubbing my left shoulder. “Why is it on a stick?” I started going through the various reasons a sponge would be on a stick. Suddenly an article I’d read a lifetime ago passed through my mind. “Romans often used sponges on sticks as toilet paper.” My fist clenched as I realized the implications of her actions. “Don’t cause a scene, you’ll just antagonize the entire bathhouse.” I calmed myself… and formed a plan.

I looked up at her. She smiled softly. “If you don’t mind,” I began, gently. “Could you get a sponge that hasn’t been used to wipe an orc’s ass?”

She faltered at my words, realizing I found out. “I am certain I do not know what you speak of.” She said quickly, starting to stand. I grabbed her arm, stopping her from fleeing. “Damn, they’re strong.” I pulled myself up slightly so that I could whisper in her ear.

“It would be a shame if Bulak were to find out about this,” I said softly. The orc stopped trying to flee. I let her go, dropping back into the water. She stared at me with wide eyes “I heard she gave the Varbuk brothers twenty runs through the gauntlet… for throwing a bed… and that was without me raising a fuss.” I said as I turned back to relaxing in the pool of water. “I can only imagine what she’d do if I actually made a big deal about it.” I paused, letting my words sink in. I then turned back, she was still kneeling behind me. “My people would look upon your actions and be gravely insulted.” I leaned in slightly and whispered. “And I’m really good at remembering faces.” I turned back to the pool and left her at that. I looked around the room, none of the orcs seemed to hear my warning. I couldn’t imagine they would be able to. The bathhouse was quite spacious, the ceiling towered over the pool. The water was housed in a recess in the floor. It was about fifty feet by a hundred feet, about six feet deep, and equipped with a long seat-like protrusion on the walls. There was a gentle current pushing me to the left, towards the rear of the building. There was a pedestal in the far corner of the room. Some more entertainers were dancing sensually to a lute. “I wonder what entertainment is like on the other side.” I thought. “Probably a bunch of ripped orcs wearing little more than a washcloth on their junk.”

I finally heard a pap pap pap of wet feet leaving me to my thoughts. I don’t like having to use threats, but if it’s how I get treated with some decency then so be it. I closed my eyes again. “Back to the issue at hand. If I build a bike I’ll need a way to get it out of the city, plus I’ll need to prioritize what I can carry… But what about after? What if I get us out of here just to be captured by another tribe? We’ll just have to figure out a safe route… definitely back west. Hopefully, I can find some answers soon.”

This time, I heard her approach. pap pap pap I opened my eyes as she knelt behind me again. A new sponge started massaging my shoulder. I glanced over, this time the sponge was joined by her hand. She scrubbed firmly. “Maybe we could find out more about Him.” I looked up, her face was calm and hardened, but I could feel her apprehension. “Must have been a while since this bathhouse has hosted an outsider,” I remarked. She said nothing. “I’m sure you were much friendlier to Him than what I’ve experienced.”

She seemed to grit her teeth at that statement. “He merely confirmed what the other tribes knew about outsiders.” She said coldly. “So there are others?”

I shrugged as I let her continue. “It still suggests you treated him better than you treated me.” I countered. She remained silent. I looked her up and down. Under normal circumstances, I’d be turned on by a woman exposing her chest to me, but I was too pissed by her actions to get in that mindset. So instead I focused on her face. She seemed young, her face youthful. Her bright green eyes were focused on her task. She was bald save for a small patch of long hair pulled back into a ponytail that fell down her back. “It might be time to take a gentler approach. How do you mean? You saw how Amelia handled the orcs today. Being passive-aggressive isn’t going to get you anywhere. Try being a bit more sympathetic.” I let out a sigh. I’d reached the point of ‘Fuck it’ and tried a different approach. “I don’t blame you.” I suddenly said, turning back to the pool. She stopped briefly, seeming shocked at my words. “Whatever his actions were left a lasting impression on the city. I could only imagine what they could be.”

She didn’t talk for a few minutes. “He escaped and brought about the death of our chieftess.” She whispered angrily.

I glanced up at her, shocked. “I knew it was bad but DAMN.” I let out a calming sigh as I turned back to the pool. “If it’s any consolation I’d be pretty pissed too,” I sighed. She slowed down her scrubbing. “I mean, if a foreigner coming into my home promising positive change, but then leaves suddenly and in the process kills a powerful figure, I’d sure as hell be wary of any other foreigners promising the same thing.” I pondered my own words for a minute. “So why wasn’t Bulak?” I suddenly realized she’d stopped scrubbing. I looked back.

Her teeth were gritted. “How can you know what it was like?” She hissed.

I thought about her question for a second. “I can’t,” I replied simply. She blinked in surprise at my response. I took advantage of her hesitation and continued. “But I can know how I’d react in a similar situation.”

She started to pack up angrily. This time I didn’t stop her. “Your reaction is not an orc’s reaction.” She said before leaving. I watched her leave my range of sight. “That could have played out better.” I thought as I prepared to head back to the barn.



When I got back Amelia was eating more of that grey paste. Hair was pulled back in a ponytail and tied with a rubber band. “Lunchtime.” She said as she gestured at another bowl sitting on one of the tables. I decided to eat it. “I doubt they’d give us anything else… even if we asked.” “So,” Amelia suddenly said. “Should we get back to the to-do list? Or should we talk about this mysterious outsider?”

I pondered her question. “We don’t have enough to go on,” I admitted. “I did find out his actions killed their chieftess.”

Amelia went wide-eyed. “Really?” She gasped.

I nodded, then continued. “Yeah, a brutal way to make an impression. Beyond that, it’s just speculation.”

Amelia thought for a moment then nodded. “It happened around the time Shurkul completed his apprenticeship.”

I looked over at her. “Does that have a number translation?” I asked. She shook her head. “Then it’s a little more to go on, but not enough to make any assumptions,” I remarked, taking another bite. “So, there’s only the to-do list, and sorting the contents of these boxes,” I said, gesturing with my spoon.

Amelia took one last bite and stood up, wiping her hands. “Might as well get started.” I nodded, finished up my food and followed her to one of the tables.



We spent the day sorting one of the boxes of books and going through the books we thought could hold valuable information. Most of the books were fiction so we put them back in the box and placed it in the loft. By the time we’d gone through the box, both of us were getting stir crazy. Amelia sighed heavily as she closed the physics textbook she’d just gone through. “I need a distraction.” She said.

I looked over at her, then checked my watch, 5:45.  “What do you suggest?” I asked her.

She looked over at the boxes still on the tables. “Do you have anything that I can use to occupy my hands?” She asks, motioning with her fingers

I thought for a moment then got up and started going through the boxes. I suddenly pulled out a multi-colored puzzle cube and held it up. “Would this work?”

Amelia smiled as she looked at the puzzle. “That is exactly what I need.” She said, holding up her hand. I tossed the puzzle at her, she caught it and began turning the side to match up the colors. “Who stores this unsolved?” She asked as she went through her method of solving it.

I let out a small laugh as I walked over to her and sat down. “Someone that doesn’t know how to solve it.”

She looked at me mockingly with an open mouth. “You, of all people, I’d assume, could solve this.” She teased as her turns got increasingly swift.

I shrugged as I looked at the cube in her hand. “Well, I never learned.” I watched the random placement of colors become neat and organized. I felt a twinge of annoyance at never learning how to complete it. “But you should teach me when we have some free time.”

 “Of which you shall have none.” A voice suddenly boomed from the doorway. Amelia and I turned to the source. It was Bulak, holding a tray of bowls. She wasn’t wearing the leather armor we’d met her in. Rather, she was wearing the typical shawl on top of a smaller shirt like cloth. It was embroidered with a strange diamond pattern and just barely peeked out from the top of her shawl. “You shall not be given the luxury of receiving free time.” She seemed to be agitated at something.

I looked at her exasperated. “That’s a little unreasonable,” I remarked as Bulak set the tray down. “We’d get extremely stressed out and irrational if we weren’t allowed to unwind.”

Bulak looked me in the eye. “You can unwind in here,” Bulak countered, gesturing around the barn. “I shall not have you roaming the city after dark.”

I let out an annoyed sigh and stood as I crossed my arms. “I wasn’t suggesting otherwise.”

Bulak gritted her teeth. “In any case, I want a report on your progress.”

I looked at Amelia then back at Bulak, shrugging. “Not much happened. Today, we went out and found everyone we’ll need to build the car. Then we got ourselves cleaned up in the bathhouse. Then we came back here to sort and prioritize the boxes and baggage that were in the car.” I gestured at the hatchback. “So far we’ve gone through one box of books. Nothing overly helpful to our current task.”

Bulak took in what I said for a moment. “And what of your progress with creating this car?” Bulak asked angrily.

I stared at her, annoyed. “Beyond finding your blacksmith and telling him what I’ll need from him? Nothing. Unless Garahk has the fluid I asked her about.”

Bulak pointed at me as I mentioned the fluid. “That is another matter I wish to discuss. What exactly do you plan to do with such a liquid?” Bulak asked heatedly.

I stared at her. “As fuel… for the engine.” I replied, slowly. “I was trying to describe gas… asking her was just a hail Mary attempt at seeing if I had to invent that too.” Bulak seemed unconvinced. “If you have something like that nails a good ten years off my current timeline.”

Bulak let out a sigh then finally shook her head. “We do not have such a liquid.”

I clenched my fist, even more annoyed. “Then why did you ask about it?” I asked angrily. Amelia placed her hand on my side, trying to calm me a bit.

Bulak gritted her teeth and replied firmly. “Because I will not allow outsiders access to anything explosive.”

I sighed, attempting to calm my swelling temper. “Look,” I began. “I know He probably did some questionable things before disappearing and killing your mom.” Amelia slapped my arm. I turned, distracted enough for Bulak to step forward and slap my face. Amelia covered her mouth in shock. “FUCK that hurt.” My glass became skewed on my head.

Bulak let out an angry bellow heard my ear. “Do not DARE talk about my MOTHER,” Bulak screamed. I reset my glasses, turning back to Bulak. “No outsider has the right to talk about my mother.” Tears were starting to well up in her eyes. “And you will stick to your task lest I make you run the gauntlet.” I didn’t know what the gauntlet was, but I didn’t want to run whatever it was. I kept quiet as she stormed out of the barn, closing the door with a loud boom. I let the sound fade into echo before slowly turning to Amelia.

She had her head in her hands. “You really need to learn how to talk to them.” She said, looking up.

I rubbed where Bulak had slapped me. It stung quite a bit. “What I said worked pretty well in the bathhouse.” I countered. “I got some information.”

Amelia jabbed a thumb at herself. “And I got the same amount of information by being nice.”

I held up two fingers in defiance. “You got one piece, I got two.”

Amelia let out an aggravated sigh. “Okay, firstly, this isn’t a competition. Secondly, anyone can tell He escaped.” Amelia countered. I let out an annoyed growl. I knew she was right, but at the same time, I hated being wrong. “Given that a lot of the old rules go out the window here perhaps we should be more open to being wrong. Your bullheadedness did get you bitch-slapped by an orc. I could only imagine what Shurkul would do if you spoke like that to him, Bulak or no Bulak.”

I let out a sigh as I quelled my rising temper. “Fine,” I finally said. “Let’s just get back to the task of building another car. If Bulak wants a report every night, I doubt we’d get away with not doing anything.” Amelia stared at me for a moment then nodded, seeming satisfied. “First priority, steel.”



I woke up the next morning and headed down to Shurkul’s forge. Amelia stayed behind to try and sort through some of the books. As I approached the door I could hear shouts. I entered the forge to what I can only describe as a bear fight. Urog and Shurkul were having a very loud shouting match.

“YOU WOULDN’T EVEN HAVE YOUR TECHNIQUES IF IT WASN’T FOR ME!” Urog shouted at Shurkul.

“I WILL NOT HAVE YOU BARGING IN HERE AND TRY TO CLAIM MY WORK!” Shurkul shouted back.

I stared at the two of them in surprise as I watched them shout over one another. “Can someone explain to me what’s happening?” Urog and Shurkul ignored me. I motioned over one of the nearby apprentices. “Fill me in here, what happened?” I asked him.

He scratched his chan as he turned to Urog and Shurkul. They were still yelling at each other. “Well, Madam Urog came into the forge and claimed you asked her to be here. When Shurkul asked her to leave she started going off about their past.” Shurkul and Urog’s shouting suddenly caused the apprentice to stop.

“WHO HELPED YOU WHEN YOU WERE TOO BUSY SARDING WHORES TO MAKE YOUR METALS PROPERLY?” Urog screamed.

“YOU WERE THE WHORE I WAS SARDING!” Shurkul retaliated.

I let out an annoyed sigh. “Okay, time to end this.” I took in a deep breath before shouting something of my own. “SHURKUL, UROG, THAT’S ENOUGH!!” The entire workshop turned to me. I let out an annoyed sigh as I rubbed my head and remembered my own promise. I quickly switched to a more calming voice. “You two are supposed to be professionals. Can we move past what happened before and focus on now?” Shurkul seemed to be about to say something, but I interpreted. “Before you ask, Yes I did ask her to be here. I need more than the material to make it work.” Urog seemed to smile at my words. “And You,” I said, pointing at Urog. I gripped my fingers as I muffled the boiling rage inside me. “Can you at least try and be civilized when talking to him? He’s not going to change his attitude if you don’t.” Urog pursed her lips, annoyed at bein chastised over her outburst. I let out a sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the rage boil down as the atmosphere from their screams finally vacated the forge. I gestured the two of them together annoyedly. “Now shake hands and make up.” I ordered. “You’re going to be seeing a lot of each other from now on.” Shurkul and Urog glared at each other angrily. The silence in the forge was palpable, punctuated by my heel tapping on the floor. Urog was the first to hold out her hand, staring apprehensively at Shurkul. After a moment, Shurkul followed her lead. They shook briefly then let go. I let out a calming sigh as I saw the matter finally resolved itself. “Okay,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “Down to business.”



I spent three hours explaining what steel was and how, at least I thought how, it was made. Shurkul and his apprentices informed me of what they know about iron and how to get it into a moldable shape. We found out the melting was the issue, Shurkul could get his forge hot enough to manipulate iron, but not enough to melt it. I sat on one of the empty tables and rubbed my head. “So, the first step in making steel is making… I think we call it a blast furnace… to melt the iron with some coal so that the carbon and iron bond to make steel.” I was trying desperately to remember the nitty-gritty details of the metal. “From there Shurkul can manipulate it to whatever we need. But it’s going to be a bit… a lot… of trial and error, because the added carbon causes the steel to behave differently based on how fast you reheat and cool it. I think letting it cool slowly causes it to be tough but brittle, and flash cooling it in some water will cause it to be softer but more flexible. We’ll need a place to build the damn thing.”

Shurkul nodded. “We have a courtyard out back that we can use to build this furnace.” He said. “If we need to get it hot enough to melt the metal it would be unwise to do it in a building.”

I nodded. “And we’ll need to make some tools for Urog,” I said motioning at Urog. “She’s in charge of making the interlocking gears that I’ll need for my system.” I turned to her. “I’ll bring down an example of the gears I’ll need. I’d try and draw a schematic, but my artistic skills are atrocious.”

Urog seemed wary of my words. “How different could your gears be?” She asked.

I thought back to the one time I saw the inside of a differential. “Well, I need gears whose teeth are curved in, I need gears whose teeth are curved, and I need gears that have multiple layers and ratios of teeth.” Urog seemed to take in my words for a minute, confused at my description. I gestured dismissively. “I’ll bring you an example tomorrow. For now, just trust me it’s not going to be the basic teeth that you’re used to.” Urog hesitated for another moment before nodding reluctantly. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head, considering all the things I had to do to get the steel into production. “Okay, all that we can do right now is make the furnace.” I glanced at my watch. “I say we meet back here tomorrow morning. Shurkul can you get us whatever we need for the furnace?” Shurkul nodded. I turned to Urog “And Urog, bring any tools you typically use to make your gears. When we finally get the steel made I want you to be able to make the gears as soon as possible.” Urog nodded. “Alright,” I said, stepping off the table and stretching. “I’ll see everyone tomorrow.” The orcs nodded and went back to their daily tasks. I left the forge.



When I got back to the barn Amelia was with Shel. Amelia was holding the puzzle I gave her yesterday, explaining how it worked and the objective of the puzzle. Shel was looking at it with rapt attention. “Hi, Shel,” I said enthusiastically as I closed the door behind me.

Her face lit up as she turned and saw me. “Dexter!” She cried. She jumped down from her seat and ran over to give my leg a hug. “Did you see the square Amelia was showing me? She asked, looking up.

I let out a laugh as I limped over to Amelia, fighting against the extra weight Shel was adding to my leg. “I did. Was she explaining how to solve it?” I asked as I finally reached a chair next to Amelia.

Shel shook her head. “She was just getting to that when you showed up,” Shel said as she let go, allowing me to sit.

I grinned as I adjusted myself and lifted her onto my lap. “Well, this is a perfect opportunity for both of us to learn,” I remarked as I looked up at Amelia and grinned at her expectantly. Shel did the same. Amelia smiled softly as she started to explain how to solve it. We must have spent two hours learning the various moves and what each of them did. I had to watch Amelia do it a few times, but Shel got them almost right away. “Extremely smart.” I thought as Shel winded through solving the cube. She finished the top face before her memory faltered and she had to go back to square one. “Better progress that what I’m doing.” I’d only managed to solve the middle layer. It wasn’t until later in the day that Shel finally seemed to tire. Amelia noticed and decided it was time for her to go home.

Shel nodded sleepily as she looked at the half-solved cube in her hand. “Can you make another one of these?” She asked, holding up the Rubik’s cube

I considered for a minute then sadly shook my head. “Not using that material,” I admitted. Shel looked disappointed at my pessimistic response. I thought for another minute then suddenly nodded. “But I can try to get Urog to help me make one out of metal.” Shel seemed to light up at that notion. “But you’ll have to be patient. It’s going to take quite a bit to replicate the puzzle.” Shel thought for a minute then nodded, handing the cube back to Amelia and running off. The pulled the door closed behind her with a soft boom. 

Amelia smiled as she looked down and finished solving the puzzle. “You were right about the children,” Amelia admitted as she set the cube down. “Even if we finally get out of here it’ll be good to change just one mind.”

I nodded. “But if we teach her all this stuff, I can only imagine how much change she’ll bring to the world.”

Amelia nodded as she watched me stand and stretch. “I just hope we can eventually leave this place. I still hate being held captive here.”

I let out a sigh as I pondered her words. “Me too, Amelia. Me too.” I stood and stretched as I moved to start taking apart the rear differential.

I’d just removed the central component from the differential when Bulak came in with more food and for her nightly report. As I laid the system of gears down on a spare pan to drip away, I told her everything I did; how I’d informed Shurkul and Urog about the furnace we needed, how I was just removing an essential gear set so that I could take it to Urog tomorrow, and how I’d be spending tomorrow building the blast furnace we’d need for the steel. I neglected to inform her about our young visitor. “No point in giving her a reason to set any guards around the barn.” I thought. Bulak seemed satisfied with my report and left me and Amelia to our meal. It let out a sigh as I shoveled a bit of the grey paste into my mouth. “Tomorrow is another day.” I voiced encouragingly.

Amelia nodded as she had some of her own food. “Hopefully it’s better than today.” She countered. I nodded as we slowly worked our way through our dinner.



The next day passed like the previous. I went down to the forge, carrying the differential and the cube puzzle for Urog. Shurkul had the brick and mortar, and we started to plan how we were going to build it. As it turned out they already had the concept of a blast furnace, but they used it to melt and make iron outside the mine, keeping the coal and iron separate. We spent most of the day digging and laying the foundation in the courtyard Shurkul had mentioned yesterday. When we finished Shurkul started working on what he called the chute. Meanwhile, Urog examined the differential and learned what I meant when I described the gears. By the time she’d finished learning how the gears interlocked and worked together to drive the axels, the other orcs were starting to tire from hammering their metal. I looked at them curiously. “Do these guys just have no stamina?” Shurkul decided the work we’d done was enough for today. I, in turn, decided to see if Urog could make a puzzle cube for Shel. I handed it to her and explained the objective of the item. She examined the puzzle as I explained how the faces were designed to rotate. “Why do you want me to make another?” Urog asked.

I rubbed the back of my head as I quickly came up with an excuse. “Amelia and I want to see who can solve it the fastest.” I lied, not wanting her to get suspicious about our visitor.

Urog seemed to consider what I said for a moment then nodded. “I should have something that works within a month,” Urog replied as she handed the puzzle back.

I nodded reassuringly as I clutched the Rubik's cube. “We’re ok with waiting. Go ahead and keep the differential. You might want to get some practice with brass before you start using steel to make the gears.”

Urog looked at the assembly and nodded. “I shall see you tomorrow then.” She said, lifting the assembly and heading for the door. I nodded as I waved goodbye. Shurkul noticed the large piece of metal Urog was carrying and quickly opened the door for Urog as she left. She seemed to smile at his new friendliness. After that, I headed back to the barn to start sorting the books. Shel dropped shortly after I got there, and I taught her some more about the car. Amelia left the two of us to get herself cleaned up again. Shel listened to me speak with rapt attention. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she would eventually be able to describe how to build one of these herself. Shel eventually noticed a book resting the table nearby and decided to open it.

She squealed as she opened the book to an entry on the monarch butterfly. “It’s so pretty!” She exclaimed. She turned the page and found more entries on butterflies. I grinned to myself as I saw her face light up from each new entry. “We only ever get one going through Snakhagr.” She said as she continued to search through the book. “I didn’t know they came in so many colors.” She said gleefully as she flipped through the pages. “This one has your colors!” She said, pointing at a blue and brown butterfly.

I laughed at her remark and nodded as I pointed at the book. “That’s not even all of them,” I said as she smiled at the patterns on the wings. “That’s only a handful of species.”

She looked at me in awe. “There are more?” She asked in amazement.

I nodded enthusiastically. “That one just covers the major families. I’m pretty sure there are others it doesn’t list.” Shel gasped in amazement. “You can borrow that if you want,” I said, pointing at the book.

She smiled even wider. “Really?” She asked, smiling wide. Her tusks were barely bigger than the teeth around her. Her teeth also had a goofy slightly haphazard arrangement that reminded me of those old child actors.

I had to laugh, she looked so innocent and sweet. “Sure,” I giggled. “Here let me take a picture of you.” I moved to grab my phone, which was sitting idly in the car.

Shel looked at me curiously as I reached into my car. “What is a picture?” She asked as I walked back, turning my phone on, 33%.

I smiled as I opened my camera. “This is,” I grinned as I turned the phone and positioned myself to have my head next to hers.

Her eyes went wide as she saw her own face on the screen. “It’s like a mirror.” She remarked.

I nodded as I began to grin. “Except it can do this… smile.” I bared my teeth in a wide smile. She mimicked me as best she could with her tusks. She still looked adorable. I took the picture. The screen froze and saved the image in my gallery. I then brought the phone back and showed her the image now saved in my phone.

Her eyes continued to twinkle in amazement. “Woah… How does it do that?” She asked. I explained how there was a program on the phone that could take what it saw and save instances of it. Shel eventually figured out she could look at the other images by swiping the screen. “Who are these people?” She asked, pointing.

I felt a twinge of sadness as I saw Samantha and Damian in one of the pictures. “They’re my friends and family,” I replied, gazing at the pictures. I watched as Shel continued to swipe through the photos. It was my family singing Karaoke at a reunion. My friends and I on a night out. Shel didn’t ask what they were doing. She was too busy going through the gallery. I’m kind of glad about that. I don’t know if I could have kept smiling having to be reminded that they might as well be dead and gone. Finally, she got tired enough for me to convince her to go home, taking the book with her. Once she left I sat in my car gazing at my phone. The memories it held seemed to taunt me, reminding me of a time when I didn’t have to worry about going home. I pulled myself out of my self-loathing stupor when Amelia finally returned from her bath. I shut my phone off and gathered my stuff for my own trip to the bathhouse.



The next three days passed pretty much like this. I’d head down to the barn, make some progress on the blast furnace, and talk with Urog about her progress with the gears. Then I’d head back to the barn to sort the boxes of books. Shel would sometimes drop by and I’d teach her more about the car. I tried to keep my mind off of what my current state meant, but I found myself musing on the memories I had in my phone on multiple occasions.

We’d finished building the blast furnace the day before when I finally caught a break. I arrived back at the barn after test-firing the furnace down at the forge. We wanted to make sure we had built it right and it wasn’t going to melt the first time we tried to make steel. I began sorting through the last box of books when I picked up the book I probably should have been looking for in the first place. It was an encyclopedia, but its full title was The Encyclopedia of Metallurgy and Materials. Vol. 1 I swore loudly as I remember I’d packed the second volume of the book. I immediately went searching for it. Amelia looked up from the textbook she was skimming the piles. “What happened?” She asked. I showed her the second volume as I pulled it out of the stack of books. “What’s that?” She asked.

I let out an annoyed sigh as I moved over to an open table. “The solution to all our problems,” I said as I opened the first volume, searching for the page that I knew held the information I needed. “Voila,” I said, stopping and pointing at the entry on steel and steel milling. “This book has single-handedly cut down on years of research and work.” I began searching the few binders I’d brought for some paper. I pulled a sheet out and started copying down the relevant information onto the page. The entry was everything you could ever want to know about steel, how to work it, what conditions cause what, but most importantly how it was made on an industrial level. “In the last Fucking box too,” I muttered as I finished writing. I grabbed the page and moved to head back to the forge to inform Shurkul about this development. I took one step out of the sliding door when a pair of spears was lowered in front of my path, blocking my movement. There were now two guards on either side of the main door. I looked at one of the orcs currently blocking my exit from the building. “Is there a problem?” I asked him.

The orc turned to me. “We are under orders by Lady Bulak to prevent any further movement to and from this building.” He said in his gruff voice.

I looked at him curiously. “And why is that?” I asked.

The orc stared ahead. “We have also been ordered to not inform you of the situation.” The orc replied.

I quelled my swelling anger as I held up the page. “Order shmorders I have to get this information down to the forge,” I said, waving the piece of paper in his direction.

The orc ignored the page and continued to stare ahead. “No one is permitted to leave.” The orc said, shoving me back into the barn and closing the door. I stood there in shock as I took in their audacity. I thought for a minute then made my way to the door leading to the edge of the hill.

Amelia stood up slightly as she saw me walk past. “Where are you going?” Amelia asked. “You have no idea what they’ll do if you go against Bulak’s orders.”

I opened the door slowly. “Frankly, I don’t care,” I said as I gazed out the crack. There were two more guards meant to guard this door, but currently, they were gazing down at the city wall, trying to spot something. I could see the gate was wide open but not much else. I slipped out and silently closed the door behind me. I quickly drifted to the ledge and sliding down it.

I moved swiftly but silently through the city towards the forge. A few orcs glanced my way but none of them raised the alarm. I figured Bulak just wanted to show she had power over me. I arrived at the forge and quietly entered through the door. I don’t know if I have words to describe what I saw inside. Bins of metal and weapons were knocked over and scattered about the workshop. None of the apprentices were there, but I did hear a commotion in the back; it was where Shurkul kept the damaged weapons and armor. I moved to investigate. When I enter the door I immediately saw what had caused all this mess. Shurkul and Urog were holding each other in an intimate embrace, eyes closed, lips locked. Shurkul towered over Urog so he was leaning down while Urog craned her neck upwards. Their shawls were at my feet. Luckily, I arrived before they got any more off. I cleared my throat loudly, putting my hand over my face as I did. I couldn’t see them now, but I could hear their panicked gasps. “I didn’t see anything,” I said simply, waving my hand with the paper, and left them to get dressed. I lent on the wall as I let out a long breath. I kind of felt bad interrupting them. They definitely seemed like they needed the release. I waited in the forge for a minute before they finally joined me. Their hair was disheveled. Shurkul seemed about to say something but I held up my free hand and simply handed him the page I’d brought.

He took it and examined it curiously. “What’s this?” He asked. He seemed unsure about my reaction to having caught them in the act.

I pointed at the paper as I responded. “That is the cheat sheet to steel making.” I used my finger to outline my attempt at an illustration of the necessary process.

Shurkul’s eyes squinted as he looked at the paper. “This looks like a drawing of a rat or some scribbles.”

I grimaced as I looked at my hasty chicken scratched. “Yeah, well that’s why I didn’t try to become an artist,” I said shrugging. “But anyway, these are the equations and a summary of the process for steelmaking.”

Shurkul looked closely at the sheet. “What are these symbols?” He asked, pointing at the equations.

I pointed at them as I replied. “They’re the alphabetical representation of elements. Fe for iron. C for carbon, O for oxygen, so on and so forth.”

Shurkul shook his head. “I am aware of what the letters are, I speak of these.” He said, pointing at the numbers next to them.

I looked at him curiously. “They’re … numbers… do you guys not have numbers?” I asked slowly. Shurkul shook his head. I let out a sigh as I glanced at my watch. Bulak might check in on me soon. “I’d ask what you’d use for numbers, but I don’t have time. Just send up a scribe so that he can copy the page and I’ll explain the numbers later.” “I got the basic information to Shurkul. Now I just need to get back to the barn before Bulak realizes I’m gone.”

Shurkul looked at the page and nodded. He seemed to hesitate for a second before pressing something. “What about… what happened… here?” He asked, gesturing with the page.

I let out a sigh and put my finger to my lips. “As I said before, I didn’t see anything,” I said as I moved to the door. “But I suggest you be more careful when you two start… going at it.” I said as I gestured around the workshop. “And lock the door.” With that, I left them in the forge and immediately walked into an orc caravan. I stood in shock for a moment as I took in the caravan. In front of me was the same type of cart that had carried my car into the city, but it was packed with a variety of large furry animals. Behind it, there was a caged version of the cart, metal bands crisscrossing over one another to contain the creatures within. The animals in these cages I can only describe as two large hairless gorillas. They stood at least eight feet tall, with large noses and wide-set eyes. They each grunted angrily as they tried the strength of the cage they were in, to no avail. The only word that came to my mind when I saw them was “Trolls.” I banished my shock and moved to try to go around one of the carts, keeping an eye on them as I went. As soon as I took a step I immediately ran into someone. I turned to try and apologize. “Sorry about tha-” I stopped as I saw who I ran into. The orc in front of me seemed to tower over me. He wore a bright red shawl over a shiny chest plate. His face seemed more brutish than the others, a stark contrast to the bright purple eyes in his sockets. A thick beard covered his chin. His head carried a crown of bones with tusk-like protrusions jutting from all sides and pointing upwards. He did not seem happy. I had about two seconds to realize that this was why Bulak had confined me to the barn before the orc started swinging an axe at me. I quickly jumped back, barely missing the blade.

Chief Dubak glared at me. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN MY CITY OUTSIDER?” Dubak shouted.

I held up my palm as I tried to gesture calmingly. “Sir, if you’ll just calm down for a minute I’m sure we can ha-” Dubak brought the axe above his head and swung again. I dodged, his axe sank into the ground. “If you’ll just talk to your daughter I’m sure-”

“YOU SHALL NOT LIVE TO HARM HER!!” Dubak shouted. He abandoned his axe and started to charge.

I barely dodged his swinging fists. “Dude, let me explain. I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

“FATHER, STOP!!” A voice rang out. Dubak ignored it. I ducked as Dubak swung again. “FATHER!” This time Bulak was close enough to grab Dubak’s arm. “I MADE A DEAL WITH HIM!” She shouted. That got his attention.

Dubak turned to glare at Bulak. “You did WHAT?” He shouted. Bulak appeared to swallow nervously. This was the first time I had seen her without her aggressive expression.

I gestured calmingly again as I spoke. “We made a deal.” Dubak turned back to me. “I avoid the mine, and in exchange, I build you guys some outsider technology… a motorized carriage.”

Dubak stared at me, then turned to Bulak, pulling his arm from her grasp. “Do you not remember what happened LAST TIME?” He roared at her.

Bulak started to tremble slightly as she stood there. “It will not be like last time. Just… come with me to the Great Hall and we can discuss this” Dubak stared at her.

I stepped forward. “Sir,” Dubak turned to me “I know your experience with outsiders says you shouldn’t trust me, but I assure you I’m nothing like Him. Please, just give me a chance”

Dubak seemed to consider my words for a moment, gritting his teeth angrily. “Very well,” Dubak growled. I let out a sigh of relief and felt my guard drop. Dubak took advantage of that and his hand immediately came up and clamped itself around my throat. Dubak started to squeeze. My head started to feel swollen. “But know this, outsider.” He started to lift me slightly. My feet barely touched the ground. “If your actions bring harm to my people you shall be spending the rest of your very short life in utmost agony.” He let me go and I fell to the ground, coughing. “And I want a word with you,” Dubak said, pointing at Bulak.

Bulak looked down sheepishly. “Yes, Father,” Bulak said. She motioned over another orc as she reached down and dragged me to my feet. “Make sure this one finds his way home,” Bulak said, shoving me at the orc. The orc nodded and escorted me back to the barn. I followed along as I felt a twinge of anger well up inside. I stifled it as I forced myself to remain calm and go along with their orders. The guards were surprised when I turned up outside the barn. I felt the daggers they were staring at me as I was shoved in roughly. I stumbled inside as I let out a sigh of relief.

Amelia came running to my side. “What did you do?” She asked me.

I scratched my head as I let out a sigh. “I met her father. And I’m pretty sure he wants to kill us.”
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Dexter was right about Dubak. When he came to the barn later that day he seemed agitated. He stood in the middle of the barn as he glared at us. “My daughter has informed me of your… agreement.” He growled. Bulak stood, a little timidly, beside him. “And has miraculously convinced me to go against my better judgment. . . But know this. If I hear even a whisper about an escape, your public execution will be held that day.” He glared at me and Dexter with his violet eyes. His crown covered his hair, but his short beard carried wispy strands of grey. “Am I understood?” He asked us. Dexter and I nodded. Dubak seemed satisfied with his authority over us and left. Bulak not so much.

She waited for Dubak to leave before speaking. “What part of confined to the barn did you not comprehend?” She asked as she stepped towards Dexter.

Dexter let out an annoyed sigh. “Based on my actions you can assume the whole thing.” Dexter retorted.

I slapped his arm again. “Can you please stop pretending that the orcs don’t matter?” I asked him. “You treat them like a problem to be solved and not people.” Dexter stared at me, clearly not able to argue against my reasoning. “You know very well you could have waited until the guards were told to leave before taking that information down to Shurkul.”

Dexter waved off my concern. “Greatness isn’t born from people being patient.” Dexter countered annoyedly. “Did the Wright brothers wait for calculations to prove their flying machine could work?” Bulak looked at him confused.

I scoffed at his retort. “Firstly, the Wright brothers had to be patient for the right wind conditions to actually fly their plane.” Dexter seemed to falter at that tidbit. “Secondly, you’re not achieving greatness by doing this, your reading from an instruction manual.”

Dexter clenched his teeth and seemed to think about my words. “Well, you could have at least told the guards to tell us it was for our own safety,” Dexter said, turning to Bulak. Bulak seemed taken aback by this accusation.

I stepped in between them and jabbed my finger on his chest. “Don’t try and blame this on her. She did what she thought was best for us. How was she supposed to know you’d somehow sneak away and run into Dubak?”

Dexter gritted his teeth at that statement. “You’re taking her side?” Dexter asked me, gesturing at Bulak.

I nodded as I gestured exasperatedly. “Considering she has legitimate reasons for her actions beyond petty ego-building, Yes” Dexter let out a slow sigh as he seemed to consider my words for a minute. I continued when he didn’t retaliate. “Can we move beyond our own desires and goals and focus on the bigger picture?” I asked him.

Dexter started rubbing his head, seeming to have an internal conversation. “Fine,” Dexter finally relented. “But can we agree that it’s better if all of us are informed about the current situation?” Dexter asked turning to Bulak. I turned to her as I found a hint of validity in Dexter’s question.

Bulak seemed to consider Dexter’s words for a minute. “Fine, but if I confine you to the barn you will stay there, understand?”

Dexter nodded. “So long as we’re provided with a reason,” Dexter confirmed.

Bulak nodded as she seemed satisfied. “Good,” Bulak said as she turned to leave. She seemed to hesitate at the door, then turned back. “You two should know something.” Dexter and I looked at her, concerned. “My father is not as forgiving of mistakes and offenses as I am. So tread carefully around him.”

Dexter nodded as he stared at Bulak. “We’ll be walking on eggshells,” Dexter vowed. Bulak nodded and left the barn. Dexter then turned to me. “For how long we’ll do that is the real question.”

I looked at him, exasperated. “Seriously?” I asked him. “He almost killed you and you want to antagonize him?”

Dexter shook his head. “I’m not going to antagonize him.” Dexter retorted. “I'm just not going to deliberately avoid a subject when I talk to him.” Dexter started walking to the array of tables.

I followed him. “Didn't that get you bitch-slapped by Bulak?”

Dexter hesitated for a second then nodded. “Not avoiding a subject with some restriction.” Dexter countered. “Either way this book is going to be a big help.” He said, lifting the book that had caused his little adventure. Dexter set the book on an open table. He turned back to the page he’d copied from earlier. “I was close in my first description of the metal.” He said, tracing his finger down the page. “I got the cooling effect on the metal backwards. With the process I remember, I'd have way too much carbon. . . It says here I'd be making something called pig iron.”

I stared at him then at the book he was reading from. “Where exactly did you get that book?” I asked him, looking at the page. It was filled with paragraphs and equations. It was descriptive yet concise, with tables describing variations of steel, and processes annotated with other page numbers.

Dexter flipped to a new page as he replied. “My dad had it when he went to college. He used it to verify the properties of metals when his professor made mistakes in the values he gave out and the answers that were true. The first volume focuses mostly on the metals while the second volume deals more with other materials. . . Basically, any physical metal or material that was invented before 1978 and their subsequent production processes.” He paused as he read the page. “He gave the books to me for good luck.” He began flipping through the pages again.

I looked at Dexter curiously. “So why didn't you immediately look for this book?” I asked.

Dexter stopped and looked up. “Because I didn’t remember that I packed it.” He replied a bit impatiently. He seemed to stop himself as he took a slow breath. He eventually continued in a calmer tone. “I had four boxes of books back there,” Dexter explained, pointing at his car. “I'd be hard-pressed to remember every single book I had in there.” He looked back down at the book. “Either way, we have it now and we can make the metals a lot faster. . . A lot less trial and error.” He suddenly jabbed his finger at the page. “This is the process we use. It's simple it's effective and we can still use the blast furnace.” I looked at the page. It was a description of something called the Bessemer process. Dexter’s mismatched eyes traced the surface of the page as he read. “I’ll need to make something to blow some air into the molten pig iron.” Dexter suddenly looked up at the door. “I also have to wait for the scribe to come and copy the information.” Dexter moved back to his binders and started writing something down, deliberately moving the pen slowly.

I followed him as I brought my mind to our original goals. “What happened to us trying to escape?” I asked him. “Where does this process fit into that plan?”

Dexter turned to me. “We need more light-weight metals and materials if we’re going to make anything that’ll get us out of here.” He replied calmly. “On top of that, we have no idea where we are or what route will get us out of here, let alone back to Earth. There are other tribes out there.” He went back to writing. “I know you're anxious to get out of here but if we don't plan it right we get killed.” He ripped the page out and held up a finger. “We have one shot. We need to make it count.” He started moving towards the door again.

I followed him. “Where are you going now?”

He held the page over his shoulder as he walked. “Back to the forge, I gotta give this diagram to Shurkul.” It was a basic diagram of the process he found before. “He’s undoubtedly still there. He and Urog made a complete mess of the place earlier.”

I stared at him. “Don’t tell me they started fighting again.”

Dexter stopped in his tracks, seemingly thinking. “It’s nothing you have to worry about,” Dexter said quickly, continuing his strides towards the door. “There might be a scribe dropping by tomorrow. You may need to help him find the pages to copy.”

I looked at him angrily. “I’m not a secretary,” I said, disgruntled.

Dexter stopped in front of the door and clenched his jaw. He stood there for a moment before letting out a sigh and turning to me. “I didn’t say that you were. But that doesn’t change the fact that he might need help finding the pages to copy.” He turned to the door. “And for whatever reason, the orcs don’t use the Arabic numerals.”

I stared at him. “What?” I asked. “Well, what do they use?”

Dexter shrugged. “I didn’t have time to ask,” Dexter replied. “I was too busy trying to get back to the barn.” He seemed to think for a minute. “You could probably ask the scribe when he gets here. I imagine he needs to know to write in their number system.” I thought about his words for a moment. “A new number system would certainly be interesting. Would it be like China, or would the Romans be more their speed? What if it was a combination of the two? What kind of system do they have?”

I let out a sigh as I nodded and looked up at Dexter. “I think I will.”

Dexter nodded as he pulled open the door. “I’ll be back shortly. We can finish organizing the boxes when we get back.” I turned back to the table of books. They had mostly been sorted into useful and non-useful piles. They were everything you could need for your first year of college. “Might as well get back to work.” I thought as I walked over and pulled out one of the textbooks. 



I spent the rest of the day looking through more books. Like the others, they were marginally helpful, nothing like the Encyclopedia Dexter found, but they could be used to verify physical laws that we had no way of testing. I took careful note of where the equations were as they would likely be necessary for the future. The sun was starting to set when Dexter finally returned. “Did you and Shurkul formulate a plan for that steel process?” I asked as Dexter closed the door.

Dexter nodded as he let out an exhausted sigh and walked over. “Yep, but it's going to take a few weeks to build everything we need. Plus, we’ll need to modify the blast furnace to better pour into the apparatus.” I nodded. “But once we make this we can focus on inventing the electrical aspect of the engine. It'll take a while to make enough steel to build the chassis.”

I nodded. “It'll be best to get that out of the way quickly. We'll need lead and acid to start our first battery.”

Dexter pointed at me as he sat in a chair. “Garahk will have that.” He suddenly grinned as he leaned back slightly. “How likely is it that she’s trying to use alchemy to turn lead into gold?” He asked, stretching.

I laughed. “About as likely as her using bone charms to predict the future,” I replied jokingly.

Dexter laughed. “Maybe I should get my fortune read then. It might pass the time when the orcs get tired from working.” I nodded as I absentmindedly tapped the book I’d been reading. He looked over as he heard the tapping. “Find anything useful?” Dexter asked.

I looked down at the book in front of me. I had it open to a chapter on batteries. “Nothing beyond how each part interacts with another,” I replied, turning the page. “What about the scribe?” I asked, turning to him. “When is he supposed to arrive?”

Dexter leaned back as he let out another exhausted sigh. “The scribe should stop by around noon tomorrow,” Dexter replied, glancing at his watch. “You’ll be able to grill him on their number system then.” I nodded. “But for right now I think I’ll look through the Encyclopedia for anything else useful, then head to bed.”

I nodded as I watched Dexter stand and walk over to the table. “Let me knew if you need any help,” I called. Dexter gave me a thumbs-up as he reached the still open book and began reading. I turned back to my own book as I turned to a new second on circuits. “I can only imagine what else we can get out of that.”



I was reading one of the textbooks in the loft when a knock at the door alerted me to a visitor. I climbed down and rushed over, oversized shirt bouncing along. When I opened the door an orc carrying a scroll of parchment and a leather satchel greeted me. He was about average size for an orc, though decidedly less muscular. His black hair was pulled into a short ponytail. He sported a short goatee. His deep brown eyes darted quickly as he looked me up and down. He suddenly gestured with the roll of parchment in his hand. “I have been told there is information to catalog.” He said, holding up a scrawled note.

I took a second to take him in then nodded. “Yes, Shurkul needs some information copied. Though I’m sure he’s informed you on that already. My name’s Amelia.” I said, holding out my hand.

The orc looked at it for a second then extended his own. “Jolagh.” He said, shaking it. “I am inclined to say I find your customs fascinating.” I smirked slightly as he relinquished his grip. “I found it most interesting when I learned you visit the bathhouse almost daily.”

I grinned again as I nodded. “There’s kind of a reason behind that. But come on in, you must be anxious to begin.” I said, motioning him inside. Jolagh nodded as he stepped inside. He looked around at the mess of tables and boxes scattered about the barn. His eyes almost immediately locked onto the car.

He pointed with the note as he quickly walked over to it. “Is that what you are attempting to build?”

I nodded as I watched him stop and examine the vehicle, gently pressing his fingers on the windows and doors. “Yes, though the one we make won’t look anything like that. We’ll have to use wood or something for the outside.”

He turned to me, confused. “Why would you be required to do that?” He asked. “Snakhagr has plenty of metal. I do not see why you cannot make the outside out of metal as well.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that simple. That metal is special. It’s very difficult to make. Its properties mean it's lightweight and not going to cause complications with how the car supports itself. . . The book we have explains it better, but for right now Shurkul needs the entries on Steel and the Bessemer Process.”

Jolagh blinked and seemed to remember his original intentions.  “Of course, of course,” He said, straightening and turning in place. He reached into his satchel and pulled out a pair of small spectacles. He slipped them on as he approached an open table. He chose one far away from the mess we’d manage to accumulate on some of the others. “Just direct me to the entries and I’ll be out of your way as quickly as possible,” He said as he sat down.

I nodded as I retrieved the book and brought it over to where he sat. “You’re much friendlier than the others,” I remarked. “Most of the orcs I met didn’t seem keen on handshakes.”

Jolagh nodded.  “They have not been friendly to outsiders ever since. . . He was here.” His expression immediately changed, and I took it as a cue to change the subject matter.

I gently placed the book in front of him as I gave him a curious expression. “So why are you?” I asked

Jolagh hesitated for a moment as he appeared to consider the question, an air of solemnness around his expression. “Because I realize that while He did some terrible deeds it is not grounds to assume that all outsiders are that way. . . . Even if his actions killed our Chieftess.” I nodded grimly. Internally I was marveling at what sat before me. “An orc that's intellectually centered.” Jolagh continued, quickly trying to change the topic to something more upbeat. “We must learn how to identify such uncaring outsiders and deal with them according to their actions.”

I nodded again, taking a cue from his almost expression and looking at the book. I pointed at the entry on steel as I explained where to find what Shurkul had asked for. “So it’ll be these two pages, and another page further in the book.” Jolagh nodded, seeming happy to have avoided what must surely have been a grim subject. I turned to go back to reading and left him to copy the information. “Call me if you need help.” I moved to continue searching through the textbooks. “I might not have to interrogate him. If he’s as curious as I think, he’ll be asking me about the numbers in there.”



Jolagh worked for what must have been an hour before his curiosity broke. “Amelia.” He called out. I looked up from my book. He was turned to my table. “Would you mind answering a query I have?” He asked, pointing at the roll of parchment he was writing on.

I nodded and stood. “Sure,” I said, walking over. “What do you need?” I looked at his parchment, the text was beautifully copied. He’d copied the paragraphs, the tables, equation, and their spacing almost to a tee. The only discrepancy was the way the words were written on the page. He’d written in that old style of letters found in a lot of medieval books. It gave the information an aged and experienced look. He even mimicked the photo of steel ingots as best he could, using various colored inks. It was surprisingly satisfying to see the amount of work he’d put into this. He had finished the first page and was halfway through the second, stopping just as he finished one of the tables on alloys.

Jolagh’s finger was planted on one of the chemistry equations.  “What are these symbols next to the letters?” Jolagh asked. He’d still copied the numbers, but the strokes were darker as if he was unsure about how to form the symbols with his quill. “I am unfamiliar with their purpose.”

I paused as I tried to come up with a way to explain what the Arabic numerals were. “They numbers. It’s how we count things.” I looked at him. He seemed to be processing my words, attempting to decide the meaning each of the numbers held. I created a follow-up question to try and help him understand.  “How do the orcs count things? For instance, how would you write out fifteen?” Jolagh seemed to think for a minute. Then he pulled out a scrap piece of parchment and wrote “╲│” on it. I looked at the strokes. “Okay . . . What about twenty-three?” Jolagh looked down and wrote “╲╲╱╱╱”. “eighteen?” “╲│╱╱╱” I looked at the series of strokes. So far I couldn't see a pattern. “Write one to ten out for me.” Jolagh jotted down ten lines of various strokes. I looked at the lines as I saw a familiar structure. I finally saw a pattern. I smiled as I placed my hand on Jolagh’s shoulder. He looked up at me. “I think I need to introduce you to Arabic numerals,” I said, enthusiastically.



I let Jolagh finish copying the information on Steel and the Bessemer Process before I explained our number system. He listened with rapt attention and asked an occasional question. I used a box of blank index cards to show Jolagh the various speed and efficiency advantages of the numbers. I also learned more about their own number system. It was similar to the Roman method, but with an additional rule. They intersected three of their four numeral strokes to denote larger and larger numbers.

By the time Dexter joined us I was almost done explaining the mathematical advantage the Arabic system had over their system. “Hello,” he said, closing the door. “You must be the scribe they sent up,” Dexter said as he walked over and extended his hand. Dexter and Jolagh exchanged a brief introduction. “So, what’s all this?” Dexter asked, looking at the scrap parchment.

“That's their number system.” I replied, pointing to each symbol as I spoke. “╱ is one, │ is five, ╲ is ten, and it’s not on this list but a horizontal line is a hundred.”

Dexter stared at the list. “So it's like the Roman numerals?” Dexter asked.

I nodded. “But they intersect the lines to denote higher value number.” I clarified. “They multiply the original value of the single lines together. So a plus sign denotes five hundred.”

Dexter thought for a minute. “Sounds like an efficient system.” He remarked.

I nodded. “But it's terrible when you need a large complex number or need to do complex math.” I held up an index card showing a mathematical equation. “Still remember your integrals?”

Dexter nodded and stared at the card. “Forty-Five,” He said quickly. I nodded and held up another card, this one using the orcish numerals. Dexter immediately frowned as he stared at the card. “Thiiiirty. . . Six?” Dexter answered with uncertainty.

I grinned as I saw him struggle a bit. “See?” I asked. “It’s much harder to do.” I held up two new cards. “Now try and just read the numbers.”

Dexter turned to the card holding Arabic numerals. “Two Thousand, Five-Hundred, and Sixty-Four,” Dexter said, pointing. He then turned to the card holding the orcish numerals        ‘─ ┼╲╲╲╱│’. “Jesus,” He remarked.

I grinned again. “Exactly. It’s impossible to represent numbers in the millions effectively.” I turned to Jolagh. “I can only imagine what your financial books look like.”

He nodded, his face slightly drained after spending the day learning this new number system. “Apprentices spend years understanding how to denote in books properly.”

I nodded as I piled the note cards away neatly. “But I taught you in the basics of the Arabic system in the span of a day. Just imagine how much easier everything could be if the orcs used this system.”

Jolagh let out a sigh as he nodded. “But It shall take time for the city to adopt this system.” Jolagh countered. “Even if we can convince Dubak and the public council of its efficiency.”

Dexter let out a thoughtful hum. “Bulak might be able to help with that.” Dexter finally said. Jolagh and I looked at him.”If we can convince her it’s to help build the car she might be able to convince Dubak to change the policy.”

Jolagh thought for a moment then shook his head. “You must still convince the public council. They are not likely to adopt an outsider’s method after what He did. You would need to do something grand to earn their favor.”

Dexter looked at Jolagh. “Just how many of them would I have to woo?” Dexter asked.

Jolagh thought for a moment. “A movement of that magnitude would require three of every four council members to agree. Meaning you would need to sway thirty-eight members as well as Dubak himself.”

Dexter thought for a minute. “If we want this to happen, we’ll have to plan this out more. . . .  Did you finish copying the information?” He asked, turning to Jolagh. Jolagh nodded and gestured to one of the tables. Dexter glanced over and saw the small stack of parchment on top of it.  “Good. Go ahead and get that down to Shurkul. I’ll explain the numbers to them tomorrow.” He stretched as he spoke. “It might be worth it to transcribe all your books. . . just to make it easier on yourself.”

Jolagh nodded as he began packing up. “I believe Amelia might be of help in this regard,” Jolagh said, closing his leather case.

I grinned as I nodded. “I might actually prefer that. It’s getting really boring just reading through our library of textbooks day in and day out. It’ll be good to do something else for a change.”

Dexter nodded and gave me a thumbs-up. “Sounds like a plan,” Dexter said. He turned to Jolagh. “It was nice to meet you and learn about your numerical system.” He said, extending his hand.

Jolagh took it and shook. “Likewise,” Jolagh replied. “And I shall see you tomorrow.” He said, pointing at me. He then waved goodbye as he left.

I turned to Dexter. “So, how’d it go down at the forge?” I asked him.

He let out a sigh as he rubbed his head. “We made some progress.” He replied “But it’ll still take a few weeks to make the converter. The issue is we want to make it big enough to do at least a few ingots at a time yet small enough so that we don’t use an unreasonable amount of metal. . .  But I’m going to get some shut-eye. I just spent the last few hours digging some holes for the foundation and I am exhausted.”

I nodded. “Have a good night then,” I said. Dexter nodded as he waved my way and started heading to the loft. I watched him as I thought about turning in myself. “It’ll be good to get some sleep for tomorrow.”



Dexter



The next week passed in a blur. I spent a day teaching the forge about the Arabic numerals. Shurkul still seemed hesitant about my silence, but was still receptive to my lessons. I ended up hammering the metal alongside them, just to speed up the process of building the converter. We could get away with using brick and mortar for the support of the blast furnace, but the converter needed a method to pour which couldn’t be built on stone supports. Urog taught some of the apprentices how to make gears. They seemed to be fascinated by the various used Urog demonstrated. The converter was slowly coming together. Piece by piece each steampunk-esque part was riveted into place using the forge and a hole punch. I quickly learned what it felt like to have a hammer reverb back on the wielder. Whenever I got back to the barn in the afternoon, Amelia would be helping Jolagh transcribe books upon books of financial records. Amelia said Shel had tried to visit but had quickly left when she realized another orc was in the barn. I kind of felt bad not being able to encourage her. I’d just gotten back a week after Amelia had started helping with the books when a loud bellowing horn interrupted our conversation. Jolagh seemed to freeze. Amelia and I turned to him expectantly. “What was that?” I asked.

He seemed slightly nervous as he turned to me. “The public council horn.” He replied. “It’s only ever blown to summon the public for a meeting at the Great Hall.” I looked at him confused. Jolagh gestured insistently as he saw how unfazed we were. “It’s only ever done when a meeting must be held at that moment. The last time it was blown it’d been to discuss the escape of Him.” Amelia and I glanced at each other. Now we were on alert. I moved to exit the barn to see how the city was reacting to it. The sun glared down angrily at me as I stepped outside. The city seemed to have stopped its usual bustle to either close their windows and wait in their home, or to head to the giant Viking longhouse on top of the hill. I watched as people walked either into their homes or up the hill. All their faces were one of concern. Suddenly, three sets of guards approached the barn.

I turned to them as they approached. “What’s happening?” I asked them.

One of them stepped forward and pointed at the barn. “You are being confined to the barn for the foreseeable future.” He growled.

I looked at him and stifled a wave of annoyance. “Bulak said I’d get a reason for any more confinement,” I replied insistently.

The orcs looked at each other. Their leader spoke again. “It is for your own safety; a visitor may recognize you or your companion.” He then grabbed my arm firmly and directed me back into the barn. The door closed with a boom. Amelia and Jolagh were still standing there.

Amelia was the first to break the warry silence. “What’s going on out there?”

I thought for a moment then started moving towards the loft. Amelia and Jolagh followed. “People are either heading inside or heading to the Great Hall,” I said as I started to climb. “And apparently the city has a visitor. . . we’re confined here in case he recognizes either of us.” I continued as I moved towards the loft door overlooking the city. I placed my hand on the frame as I stared out at the city wall, the gate was open again. Jolagh stood beside me and Amelia was slightly behind. We watched as the streets started to empty and a new caravan moved down the road to the city. I squinted at the approaching crowd.

They seemed incredibly short compared to the orcs that had just filled the streets. “Elves,” Jolagh said solemnly. I glanced at him then back at the crowd. The best I could tell the tallest would barely rival Amelia’s height. A light seemed to glint off their bodies and reflect around the city. They were most definitely armored. As they got closer I could see more and more details. They’d be marching right past the barn. They carried a familiar color palette. Eventually, I started to make out a pattern, a very familiar floral pattern, emblazoned on their flag and on their cloaks. I turned to Amelia, wide-eyed.

She had her hands clasped over her mouth. “no.” she said softly. I gritted my teeth as I ran through the possibilities. “How THE FUCK did he find us?” I thought as I looked out again. I scanned the approaching crowd. Thankfully, I didn’t see any massive equines. I motioned for Amelia to back up. I slowly followed her deeper into the barn. Jolagh stayed at the door. “How?” She asked as tears started to well in her eyes.

I placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her. “Don’t know,” I said quickly. “But I have to get into that building,” I said, pointing up the hill. “And I promise you. . .” I said, putting both hands on her shoulders, directing her attention at me. “That I won’t let him find out where you are.” Amelia swallowed nervously as her tears started overflowing.

Suddenly Jolagh piped up. “That is the crest of the Baron of Nione. . . Baron Almar.” Amelia immediately clamped her hands over her mouth, letting out a timid squeak. Her expression just screamed terror. I felt a wave of anger swell. Jolagh noticed and turned to us. “Is he here for you?” He asked in a frantic whisper. I slowly turned to him and nodded. He put his hand on his head, seeming to process my words. “If you were enslaved under him. . . then why do you not have a slave bracelet?” He suddenly asked. “Why are you not grabbing your wrists in pain? They have an enchantment, a-a-a failsafe. . . any slave that leaves the borders of Adympia is put in agonizing pain.” Amelia started to tremble.

I quickly diverted her attention. “Because I removed it,” I said as I started to climb down from the loft and walk towards one of the tables.

Jolagh stared at me as I rummaged through my bucket of tools and gasped as I pulled the bracelets. “H-How?” He asked.

I pointed firmly towards the car. “I used the electricity from the battery and engine to melt whatever held this thing together,” I replied, pointing at the spot where the bracelet had split. Jolagh turned in place as he heard me speak. A wave of realization washed over me and I examined the bracelets again. It was the same piece of metal I had electrified earlier, but I was almost certain there was something else in there. “They must have some sort of tracker on it,” I gasped. I looked up at Amelia, trying to find a way to apologize. “I’m sorry. . . I-I should have just left them in the woods.” I said, panicked. I started to formulate a plan, one that could remedy this issue we were faced with. “If they can track it then it can’t stay here. Whatever they’re using will lead them right to us. I need to get rid of this.” I started searching the barn for anything I could use as a cloak. The stables still had some old supplies from the last occupants; rusty tools, hay, and old furs. I found what was probably an old and matted horse blanket in one of the stables. It smelled heavily of equines as I pulled it over my head and tried to fold it into a cloak. I grabbed some spare string out of the bucket and a knife and started to tie two parts of the blanket together, folding the cloak and piercing a hole where the furs met below my neck. “Remember that video. Remember that video.” I climbed back up to the loft, carrying the bracelets and wearing the makeshift cloak.

Jolagh turned to me. “Where are you going?” He asked. “We are not permitted to leave the barn.”

I started moving to the loft door leading to the hill, my heart racing with what I was planning to do. “I’m going to the Great Hall,” I replied softly, looking down at the guards outside the door below. “Are you going to try and stop me?” I asked, turning to Jolagh. He stood there for a second then shook his head. Amelia was still standing in the barn, a far off and panicked look in her eyes. “Amelia,” I called. She looked up at me. I gave her a stern expression. “Even if I have to fight them barehanded I won’t let them find you,” I said, pointing with the bracelet. “I’ll be back. Just wait here.” I looked out of the door again and up at the roof.

I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Amelia staring at me with her deep brown eyes. “Be careful.” She whispered.

I nodded sternly as I let out a calming breath. “Of course,” I affirmed. I then slipped the bracelets into my pocket and reached out to the edge of the roof. My hand couldn’t extend far enough. I repositioned myself, gripping the door frame tightly with my left hand and letting half my body hang along the barn wall. I reached again, this time the tips of my fingers grazed the edge. I tried again, planting my left foot on the very edge of the door and gripped the inside of the frame with my hand. I pulled myself as high as I could and stretched my arm out once more. This time my hand landed firmly on the roof. I let go of the inside of the door and slowly pulled myself up. I quickly placed my other hand beside the first and heaved myself up. My muscles groaned at the strain as I pulled my head over the lip. Once I was high enough, I brought my whole arm up onto the roof, first one then the other. I swung a leg up and hooked it onto a lower part of the roof. I used the foothold to roll my way onto the roof.

I crawled to my feet on the slanted wooden platform to catch my breath, my body panting at the exertion I had just performed. I looked back to check that the guards hadn’t noticed. Their attention was turned to the slowly growing thump thump thump of the approaching elves. Jolagh was leaning out the loft door, staring up at me with a concerned expression. I motioned him back inside and started making my way towards the back wall. The wood beneath me creaked slightly and I cringed as I tried to step more gently. When I finally got to the edge of the roof, I looked over. There were no guards stationed there, just a flat grassy platform. I turned and started to lower myself over the ledge, slowly lowering myself down until I was holding on with only my fingers. I felt my arms straining. The blanket was really weighing me down. I looked down as I hung there. I was now dangling over the edge of the roof. I still had a good five feet to drop. I felt my heart quicken as I remembered my adversity to heights. I clenched my eyes shut as a wave of nervousness washed over me. “This is going to hurt.” I thought.

I took one breath, feeling my fingers lock into a death grip. I took another breath, banishing my current position from my mind. I took one last breath as I forced myself to relax . . . and let go. I briefly felt weightless, the makeshift cloak billowing out as the air beneath is pushed it up and I pulled it down. I forced myself to concentrate as I tried to disperse my energy and land on my feet. My feet were the first to touch the ground, but I almost immediately fell over. A dull pain shot through my legs. I felt my heart quicken as the thoughts I had banished came rushing back and told me to panic. I let out a sharp grunt as I fell on my ass, the thoughts useless at this point as the danger was now passed. I froze, realizing how loud that might have been. I waited for a moment, listening for an approaching guard. Instead, I only heard the steadily growing Thump Thump Thump of the nearby elves. When none came I crawled to my feet and started making my way along the plateau, trying to avoid the sight of the guards. I pulled the makeshift cloak around me, covering my head with the fold and hiding my body within the rest of it. To anyone unaware, I could be just another orc. I took a deep breath of old horses as I slid down the plateau and found another road. I started to make my way towards the Great Hall, cloak brushing the ground lightly as I went.

I glanced behind me as I walked down the empty road, the glint of the army invisible over the plateau. I could still hear the steadily approaching Thump Thump THUMP of the elven army. I tapped my pocket. The hard metal of the bracelets could be felt through my jeans. “I wonder what kind of armor they have. If they can track these, it must be pretty advanced. Radio signals aren’t invented till well after hardened steel. These orcs might be centuries behind the elves. Hell, if Amelia and I were spat out in their area, they might be ahead of us. They might have figured out the multiverse or wormhole tech. Stop it. You don’t know enough to make assumptions yet. Just deal with the bracelets and gather intel. Interfere if necessary, but try to stay low. It’s better if they assume a signal malfunction.” I turned back to the road as I let out a nervous breath.

I spotted a group of straggling orcs making their way up the hill. I followed close behind, blending in as best I could as they made their way to the top of the hill. The longhouse became bigger and more menacing as I got closer. It was about as long as a football field. I looked down as I saw a door in the side of the building. There were two orcs holding it open. I pulled my hood down to better cover my face and slipped in with the crowd. I looked around as the light suddenly dimmed from the bright afternoon to the gloomy dark building. The Great Hall was a good description. The ceiling was towering over tables upon tables of orcs. There were two thrones in front of me, near replicas of each other with one of them slightly less. . . intense. There was a stairway to my left and pillars of wood running lengthwise down the building, one every ten yards or so. The pillars were wider than my shoulders and strengthened with a mortar base that came up to my knees. There were bands of spiked iron wrapped intermittently around the pillars. Large braziers were hanging from the ceiling, casting a dancing light about the wooden tables below. The smell of cooked food lingered as the mossy smell of orc continued to fill the room. Benches of thick wood carried countless orcs as they discussed amongst each other. There was a general rumble of conversation as more and more orcs filed in. I turned to the nearby stairway as I weighed my options. “I need to hide the bracelets.” I bowed my head and ducked towards the stairs as I tried to find a secluded area of the building. The stair spiraled upwards and I followed them.

None of the orcs took note as I ducked away. The sounds of hustle and bustle slowly faded as I climbed. I finally arrived on the second floor and stopped as I saw what was there. Various animal heads were protruding from the walls; boars, bears, wolves dear. There was even what looked to be a giant gopher near the end of the hall. Just about every forest creature you could think of was there. I pulled the bracelets from my pockets and thumbed them as I gazed around the hall. “Where's a good place to hide these?” I spotted an incredibly large boar head to my right. Small bands of iron were fitted intermittently around its tusks, much like the bands of iron on the pillars downstairs. “That’ll work.” I wrapped the bracelets around the base of the tusks, barely fitting it on before retreating back down the stairs. The sounds of hustle roared back to life as I descended the stairs. This time the sound was accompanied by the familiar thump thump thump of the approaching elves.

The orcs were starting to quiet as I rejoined the crowd. I looked around. Most of them were seated at the tables. Those that couldn’t find a place to sit were crowded along the outside wall. I turned as the Thump Thump Thump grew louder again and started emanating along the hall. I now saw that the tables in the center had been cleared, easily allowing a crowd to walk from one end of the building to another without fear of obstruction. I craned my neck slightly to see the far end of the hall. A set of towering doors were affixed to the end of the building, at least twenty feet tall and engraved with an intricate arboreal design. They were slowly bending inwards. I stood behind a pillar as the room finally fell silent. The army of elves marched in through the now open door, a steady THUMP THUMP THUMP marking their progress into the hall. I could see them clearly now. There had to have been at least a few dozen of them, completely covered in metal. Large spears stuck out above the orcs, glinting in the firey light. I could see scabbards strapped to their sides, no doubt carrying dangerous shortswords within. They wore green and beige cloaks over plated and colored armor. Their legs and feet were covered in shiny metal that rattled as they marched. Their entire heads were covered with strange knight-esque helmets. Their faceplates doubled as a kind of mask, contorted into an awfully personal expression yet uncaring of anger and contempt. Though it wasn’t as intimidating as I expected. The tallest amongst them barely came up to my shoulders, and he stood half a head over the others. Still, that didn’t take away from the masks, the lengths of sharpened metal strapped to each of their sides and the large spears they were carrying. I’m pretty sure any army with spears like those were ones to be recked with, regardless of their statue. “I wonder what those spears are capable of. What kind of tech do they have in there?”

I focused on the present as the army suddenly stopped. A hush fell over the hall. I glanced at the throne. Dubak was sitting alone on the larger of the two seats. I looked up as I finally noticed a large alcove behind him, spanning the upper part of the semi-circular wall. A group of about fifty orcs was sitting there, gazing with intent at the small group of elves. I turned back to the army as I let out a breath. “Take your time. Gather information and react. Once the elves leave this will be over.”  The army in the middle of the room was parting, allowing someone in the center to step forward. I watched with rapt attention as another elf emerged from the crowd, this one without the helmet and face mask of the others. The elf looked shockingly human, yet completely alien. His eyes appeared to swell in sockets the size of golfballs. His cheekbones stood prominently on his face and gave him an oddly regal look. Pointed ears jutted out from the sides of his head and completed the look of mystical creature. His silvery blonde hair fell freely down his back and swayed back and forth as he walked. His dull brown eyes seemed cold and calculating, silently scanning the orcs around him as he marched forward. He stopped just in the center of the open space, facing the throne. A hush fell over the room as the footsteps of what was likely their leader echoed into silence. I let out a breath as I felt my heart pounding from nervousness. After another moment, the elf finally spoke. “You have something that belongs to us.” His voice was radically different from the orcs. It was as if he was trying to keep his tongue as flat as possible. “We have reason to believe that Almar’s little ‘canary’ is cowering in your city.”

Dubak stared at him. “And why should we believe you?” Dubak asked, shifting in his throne slightly. Their leader smirked reached into his cloak and pulled out a small device. It was a glass sphere ringed in silver. A needle spun wildly in the middle of it, causing a soft ringing sound to emanate from it. There was a murmur as the other orcs reacted to it. I could see movement in the darker corners of the hall. I had no idea what it was, but it must have been connected to the bracelet.

The elf smirked as he heard the whispers. “I take your company knows what this is?” He asked. “I’ve no idea what she’s done to her shackles but given its current erratic nature I’d say she’s in the building at this moment.” He paused to let his words sink in. Dubak seemed to clench his fist. My fingers rubbed against my palm nervously. “I know you orcs have no method of removing the shackles. . . and even if you did you wouldn’t use it on an outsider. . . . I’ll give you one chance. . . deliver her to us and we’ll leave peacefully. . . refuse and we’ll forcibly search the city.” I looked at Dubak. He sat there quietly seemed to be heavily considering his options. I focused on his eyes. They were as cold and as calculating as the elves’. “FUCK, he’s going to hand over Amelia.” I turned around scanned the crowd of orcs. I spotted Bulak sitting at a nearby table. I moved quickly and quietly to the empty seat beside her. Her eyes went wide as I sat with my back to the elf. I did my best to make sure the cloak still hid my features.

“What are you doing here?” She hissed, keeping her head turned to the elf. “I thought I confined you to the stables.”

I spoke quickly, I didn’t want Dubak to have the opportunity to say yes. “Tell your father Amelia has to stay,” I stated firmly. Bulak turned to me. “I’ll do anything you want when they’re gone just please convince him.”

Bulak scoffed and turned back to the elf. “My father can override any agreement given the right reason.” She stated plainly. I stared at her, she showed no expression. I glanced at Dubak. He was slowly raising his head.

I turned back and placed a hand firmly on her shoulder. She turned to me. “If he hands her over I’ll escape within the hour,” I growled firmly. Bulak stared at me. I turned and glanced at Dubak again. He seemed to be approaching a decision. I turned back. “Please,” I whispered. I looked at her pleadingly. We sat there for a minute, my heart pounding in my chest.

Then Bulak sighed and stood as Dubak stood and began his speech. Bulak quickly made her way towards the thrones as Dubak’s booming voice filled the halls. “You offer is generous. . . I, for one, despise any outsider that would dare cower in a city of orcs, and I hold the safety of my people in utmost priority.” Bulak emerged from the crowd and crossed the space to the throne giving Dubak pause. Bulak approached the throne and gestured Dubak close. Dubak leaned down to let her whisper in his ear. I couldn’t tell what she said to him, I couldn’t even see her mouth, but what she said seemed to sway him. After a moment Bulak turned and retreated back into the crowd. Dubak let out a low sigh then straightened slowly, looking at the elf. He was grinning smugly, confident in what the chief in front of him would do. After a minute Dubak continued his speech. “I am certain you believe to be in the right in this regard. My company is certainly aware of the capabilities of your enchanted items and I vehemently wish to avoid the ire of the baron to the west, but I must regrettably inform you that we have no such outsider here.” A murmur radiated through the crowd.

The elf’s eyes widened in confusion then he clenched his teeth. “Surely you don’t expect me to believe there’s not an outsider here?” The elf asked. “He’s got nothing to back that up.” “Even during that single march through your measly city, I heard whispers of our intentions for ‘the outsider’.” “Fuck.” I glanced at the orcs around me. They were starting to get restless. The metal-clad army in the center of the room appeared to sense it and I saw two of them lower the tips of there spears. I thought through the possible outcomes of his next interactions; speech, threats, actions, violence. One thing was certain, they weren’t likely to leave peacefully. They needed something to convince them to take other actions. I let out a calming sigh as I formulated and resigned myself to a plan.”Time to stick your neck out. Convince him you’re the only one here and he may leave.” I got up and moved back over to one of the pillars as the elf continued to speak. “Need I remind you what happened the last time you defied us? Your outsider friend, Leroy, was very helpful in our efforts to ensure your further cooperation with trade.” I glanced at the elf in the middle of the room before ducking out of his line of sight.”New information: name of mystery outsider.” I let out a calming sigh as I mentally fleshed out the details of my plan, using what I learned about them from observation or second-hand remarks.”If they’ll recognize me, I’ll just have to make myself unrecognizable.” I ran my hands through my hair and started to make it as wild as possible. What little of a beard I was starting to grow would be helpful in my efforts to be unrecognizable. I removed my glasses and my cloak, placing the two at the base of the pillar. I stepped out from behind the pillar and leaned on it as the elf continued speaking. My lack of glasses made most of the room look like a giant blur of shifting colors, but I could tell where the important people were. “I know your kind is still reeling from the death of your Chieftess, but must we also put them through your death?”

My eyes widened as I recognized the threat. “You’re not very smart, are you?” I asked in a raised voice. The blurs around me seemed to turn and stare.

The elf shaped blur in front of me sneered up towards the throne. “I thought your chief said you weren’t housing an outsider. So what does your company call this?” The elf blur asked, turning to the crowd blur.

I audibly laughed, causing the elf to turn to me. I squinted slightly to gain a modicum of insight into his reaction. “And not very good at listening,” I retorted. “He said they didn’t have the outsider you’re describing. If you haven’t noticed, I’m very far from a she or do elves not get beards here?” A small murmur of amusement rippled throughout the crowd.

The elf, on the other hand, did not seem to notice my jab and merely glared at me. “Then who are you?” The elf asked, stepping closer.

I continued to squint as I caught a few glimpses of anger within the blur that was his face. “Someone who’s curious about why your searching for this outsider,” I responded. “I’m kind of hoping you’re not in the business I suspect you’re into. Plus, it would be nice to see another one of my kind out here.”

The elf gritted his teeth for a moment then forced himself into a calmer demeanor. “So, you are the only outsider in the city?” The elf asked.

I nodded. “In the flesh and blood,” I replied, gesturing at myself. “Go ahead and take a nice long look. It’s the only one in these parts.

The elf let out a low growl.  “And you don’t happen to know where Almar’s ‘canary’ cowers?”

I let out a breath. The name sounded almost like an insult. “No,” I replied coldly. I was disliking more and more.

The elf gave me a skeptical look. “Certainly you do not expect me to believe that. What are the odds that another outsider has managed to find his way onto Elardia?”

I shrugged nonchalantly, taking note of what he called the place. “I have no idea, but I know for sure I’m the only one in the city right now. If I wasn’t they’d have probably stuck me with them. Instead, I get to wallow in a barn all by my lonesome. It’s a really boring existence when you’re the only one of your kind in a new place. Reading the same selection of books over and over again gets really tedious really quickly.” I could see the elf’s massive eyelids narrow as he stared at me. I did my best to maintain a neutral expression to hide the anger I felt within. I didn’t need to cause an outburst right now. Anger was not an answer at this moment. Suddenly, the elf smirked and his mood seemed to shift.

 The elf turned away, staring about as he indirectly asked a question. “I suppose then you would not be terribly bothered if you granted us permission to search your meager abode. If you have no attachment to Almar’s lost whore and you are not harboring her then you would have no reason to protest our search.” I felt my own eye twitch when the elf said ‘whore’. The smug arrogance he was displaying was really ticking off. I saw the corner of his mouth creep up as he turned to Dubak. “Then again, perhaps you are not the right person to ask. What say you, Chief of Gashur? Do my men have your blessing to enter this outsider’s residence? I am certain Almar would look favorably upon you if you found and returned his plaything.” I felt my body tense as the elf casually described Amelia like an object.

I bit my tongue slightly, trying to resist the urge to lash out. “Don’t say anything. Don’t say anything Don’t say-” “I don’t think I like the likes of you entering what has become my home. I’m sorry, Dubak, but even if you gave permission I’m going to have to give the elves a no in that regard. So, I’m just going to have to ask you to pack up your army and fuck off.” “Son of a bitch. I told you to shut it.”  

The elf froze, clearly shocked at my gall. The room fell silent as the head elf turned back to me. “And why is that?” He asked, quietly. “Do you have something that you perhaps wish to conceal from us? Does the solitary outsider possess something he does not wish for us to discover?”

I let out a low growl, heart thumping in anger. “Because I know your type,” I countered angrily. The elf gritted his teeth. I felt my own fist clench as I wanted to lash out, but I restrained myself and instead chose to spit venom. “There are a great number of things I’d rather not let you have access to. My home is just one of those things. I have nothing to hide, but you have no claim on what is rightfully mine. I also don’t appreciate you talking about something like slavery so casually. I find the trade abhorrent and would rather its merchant be obliterated from the planet.” I stared at the elf angrily, then turned to his army. “I have just as little regard for those that use force to continue the atrocious trade. The lot of you are nothing but cowards and scoundrels that are not worth the dirt on the bottom of my shoe.” There was suddenly a flash of movement and I recoiled slightly as a knife materialized at my throat, pressed against my skin. I turned to see the lead elf glaring up at me, his large metal dagger level at my neck. I heard the dragging of tables and saw a few orcs rise. I felt a jolt of pain as the leader pressed slightly. A wave of unease washed over me before I quickly stifled it. I had clearly touched a nerve.

The elf continued to glare up at me as he held the knife. “You dare insult Almar’s army?” He asked through gritted teeth. “We would have you as well if it were not for the savages you cower behind.”

I stared at him for a second let out a huff of amusement. “As I said before,” I replied. More orcs were starting to rise, drawing weapons. “Not very smart.” I gestured at the orcs that were rising to their feet. From where I stood I could see half a dozen of them and I expected a lot of others were doing to the same out of my line of sight. “You’re threatening someone in the middle of a veritable army of orcs.” The elf suddenly stopped and glanced around. “You’re unarguably outnumbered and if you haven’t noticed, I’m not cowering behind anything. I know they hate me, but given your association with Him and the death of their Chieftess.” I leaned towards him, accentuating my stature over him, causing him to step back, as the dagger pressed into my neck. “Not dumb enough to kill in a situation like this apparently.” “I think they despise you. Outsider or not, they’d probably fight by my side if you dared draw my blood like this.” The elf continued to grit his teeth, glancing around at the slowly rising orcs. “So I suggest you stop your posturing and get this toothpick away from my throat. Hell, I pretty sure I could crush you under my thumb if it weren’t for all that armor you hide behind.” I felt my heart pounding in my chest. I was risking life and limb on this bluff and even I wasn’t sure about my words. I’d reached the point of fuck it though. I wasn’t about to let him bully his way into getting Amelia, no matter how much authority I actually had. The elf glanced around as he seemed to consider the situation before finally looking up at me. I put on my coldest expression I could muster as I met his gaze and silently dared him to act. The atmosphere seemed to weigh down on me as the hall was filled with silence, each side daring the other to make a move. I felt a warm drop slowly slide down my neck as the dagger against my throat held firm against my soft and vulnerable flesh. The elf’s expression suddenly shifted and I felt a waved of relief as he took a step back and slowly lowered the knife. I resisted the urge to rub the warm trail drawing its way down my neck as I held the leader’s gaze. I felt a wave of unease as he continued to stare at me.

He stood still for a moment before suddenly sheathing his knife turning to the army. “LASHUL!” He roared. The army parted against as someone else made their way to the front of the crowd. A small blur emerged from the army and approached. He wore the same garb as the surrounding soldiers, but his helmet lacked the face-like mask of the others. I saw a glint of metal in his hand as it slipped into his cloak before emerging again, empty. The lead elf pointed at me as Lashul got close. “Do you recognize this outsider?” He asked. Lashul turned to me. I couldn’t make out a face, but I tried to stare where I thought his eyes would be. “He must be one of the elves that we met on our way here. You met exactly three, and of those three, only one of them wasn’t given a name.” I internally shook myself as I focused on the elf in front of me. Lashul scanned me slowly, whites of his eyes my only indication of where his attention was, then nodded. The leader appeared to grin as the elf confirmed his suspicions. “Don’t tell me they’re actually going to try and pull this property shit in front of me.” “And do you recall seeing him with our escaped canary?” Lashul looked me up and down again then nodded. The elf leader suddenly clapped his hands together and turned back to Dubak. “That settles it then. This outsider must be Almar’s other righteous property, the one he was meant to collect when his little canary vanished. Do I need to present more to convince you of our rightful intentions?”

I interrupted before Dubak could start. “I’d say so,” I growled loudly. Everyone turned to me again. I stifled a wave of anger as I chose my words carefully once again. “All you have is eyewitness testimony and a broken tracker. An eyewitness that’s likely on your payroll. It’s going to take a hell of a lot more than that to lay a claim on a fucking person. Your so-called master doesn’t own shit about me.” The elf gritted my teeth at that statement. I could feel the temptation to lash out rise again, but I turned to Lashul to start poking holes in his argument. “What about my features do you recognize?” I asked deliberately. I stared directly at him and I saw him back up slightly as I stared daggers at him.

Lashul seemed to hesitate at my question. “Y-your eyes,” He murmured timidly.

I raised an eyebrow at his uncertainty. “My eyes?” I asked again, pouring as much skepticism as I could into my words. He nodded. I let out a low sigh as I adopted a similar tone to Urog when I first met her, bored at the same string of words I repeated on likely countless occasions. “Believe it or not my condition isn’t terribly rare,” I said, looking in the general direction of the crowd. “There are about seven billion people back on my world. Of those, there are seven million that could have the same eyes I have, faults and all.” I turned back and stared at their leader. “If all you have to go off of is the color of my eyes then I’m going to vehemently inform you that that’s not enough to go on. If you think that’s enough to convince us to let you galivant around Snakhagr in search of a potentially non-existent outsider then you’ve got pretty low fucking standards.”

The elf gritted his teeth. “You’d dare defy us?” He spat.

I scoffed, hearing the angry desperation in his voice. “I’d defy you even if I had to stand alone,” I replied, staring him down. “Cause as I said before, you’d be crushed if it wasn’t for the powers you cower behind.” The elf seemed infuriated by that statement. I held his deadly gaze and matched it as best I could. I could hear him breathe angrily as silence filled the great hall once more.

Their leader finally let an angry bark and turned to Dubak. “Almar will not forget your insolence.” He spat angrily.

Dubak stared down the clearly infuriated elf and gestured towards the door behind them. “And Gashur shall not forget your threats this day. Now leave before my mercy runs dry.”  The elf leader let out another low growl and angrily turned to leave, signaling the surrounding army to follow. The entire room watched in silence as the army turned on its heel and marched out the door it came it. I continued to stare angrily at the elves as the lines of armor crossed the threshold one by one. I felt a wave of relief as soon as the large doors closed conversation broke out. I felt myself collapse against the pillar and sink to the floor as the implications of my actions washed over me. A feeling of dread filled my stomach as I realized how close to death I could have been.

“Who does he think he is?”

“What will they do?”

“How could you let this happen?”

I shook my head and banished the uneasy feeling as I turned to grab my glasses and cloak. As soon as I picked them up and stood, Dubak was at my side, tusked bared in an angry snarl. “What gives you the gall to interrupt us like that?” He asked angrily. My heart continued to pound in my chest as I tried to calm it.

I looked at him with calm determination, feeling the adrenaline stifling my fear of what could definitely be painful consequences. “Compassion for my friends,” I replied firmly, putting my glasses on and fixing my hair.

Dubak glared at me. “Your sentimental attachments do not give you the authority to make decisions in my court. I should have rended you where you stood.”

I let out a calming breath as I leaned on the pillar again, feeling my still pounding in my chest. “I thank you that you didn’t and I’m truly sorry for what I did in defiance of your rule, but I saw your face when he made that offer.” I turned to look up at him. His snarl faltered as he saw my determined expression. “You were going to give Amelia to them. . . I couldn’t just stand by and let you do that. I might not have known her long, but right now she’s the only one I got.” I sank down to the floor again and stared off as my heart refused to slow. I began gently tapping a hand on my chest as I tried to calm my pounding organ. “I not sure what I’d do without her,” I said, stunned. I let out a slow breath as the orcs around us continued their chatter.

Dubak stood there silently for a minute before turning and sinking to the floor beside me. I heard him let out a low sigh as the conversation among the surrounding orcs continued. “Knowing Almar, his general will use this as an excuse to attack the city” Dubak finally said, leaning his head against the pillar. “Then again, he would have likely done it regardless for harboring his servant. . . There was nothing we could have said to stop him and there is nothing we can do now to prevent his assault. We cannot declare War, Gashur would not stand against Adympia.”

My heart finally started to slow as I thought about his words. There was no other outcome, but I definitely didn’t help the situation. I needed to keep a level head. “So what are we going to do?” I asked calmly, turning to him. “There must be something we can do against them. Armor or not, they got to have a weak point.”

Dubak’s bright violet eye locked onto me as he kept his head against the pillar. “Nothing can be done,” He replied coldly, staring ahead again. “He shall return and lay siege to the city. The most that can be done is to prepare the city and evacuate those we can. Once the assault is over it is merely a matter of rebuilding what was lost.”

I let out a long sigh as I stared and head an nodded. “So the only course of action is to try and minimize the damage he can cause. . . . . How long before he attacks?” I asked, turning to Dubak again.

Dubak’s brow furrowed as he returned the gaze. “I anticipate him to spend a week to amass an appropriate size army for such an assault,” Dubak replied cautiously. I kept the determined expression as Dubak continued. “That was his course of action the last time he came to Snakhagr.” I nodded as I locked my fingers together and began tapping my thumbs together. “Got a timeline. Now for a plan.” I closed my eyes and began visualizing the parts of the city I’d seen. The cobblestone roads and hybrid buildings stood out clearly as I tried to find a bottleneck to an assault. My mind was gradually drawn to the gate, strong, durable, but most importantly a near guarantee of a reduced stream of elves. Now I just needed a way to reduce the numbers before they get there. Dubak’s voice suddenly interrupted my thoughts. “What madness are you plotting?” He asked.

I let out a sigh as I slowly opened my eyes. “I’m going to help you.” I finally replied, turning to Dubak. “If there’s going to be an army attacking the city, I want to help defend it.”

Dubak gave me a skeptical look. “He has an army with outsider magic. We have barely what we had before, minus additional resources.”

I jabbed a thumb at my chest. “You have an outsider of your own.” I reminded him. “I’m partially responsible for this mess, I might as well help you clean it up.

Dubak shook his head dismissively. “What difference will one outsider make?” Dubak asked skeptically.

I tapped my thumbs together as my mind was drawn to the books I had in the barn. “All the difference in the world,” I replied thoughtfully.

            

    
        6. The Dagger

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



After the public council, Bulak escorted me back to the barn. She wished to chew out the guards that had failed to keep me in the barn. The guards were particularly agitated at my escape. I ignored their deadly gaze as I stepped into the barn, leaving them to deal with Bulak and their incompetence. I had more pressing matters to think about. I let out a sigh as I leaned against the closed door and Jolagh and Amelia came to question what had happened. I let out a sigh before informing them about what had happened and how the entire city was preparing for the coming assault. I rubbed my head as I felt it strain from the plan I was trying to concoct. “For right now we should get some sleep,” I said, finishing my long-winded explanation. “We have preparations of our own to make tomorrow. We’ll want the sleep while we can get it.”

Jolagh thought for a minute then nodded. “I had better return home then. Best of fortunes on your preparations.”

Amelia and I waved in his direction as he slipped his satchel over his shoulders and headed towards the door. “Have a safe trip,” I called. Jolagh nodded as he pulled the door closed behind him, muffling Bulak’s rant to the guards. I let out a sigh as Amelia and I stood in the barn. She had a far off worried look in her eye. I thought about the best way to try and comfort her. I decided to just blunt honesty. “I’m not going to let him win,” I said simply. “Even if I have to use my own two fists I won’t let his army find you.”

Amelia shook her head. “You’re going to get yourself killed.” She said. “Do you even know how to fight?” She asked.

I waved my hand, trying to dismiss my own worry on my combat skills. “I took some martial arts classes.” I countered. “I’ll be fine. . . as long as I’m able to prepare I should be able to counter whatever tech they have.”

Amelia looked at me, a look of deep concern that made me nervous about my own plan. “Okay,” She finally relented. “Just be careful. I’m not sure what I’d do if you got killed out there.” I felt a sinking feeling deep in my stomach as Amelia voiced her concerns. I noticed she was rubbing her arm.

I let out a low breath as I thought about comforting her. I finally turned and stepped close to her, putting my arms around her and holding her gently. “I will,” I said calmly. “I’m not going to leave you all alone out here. I know you wouldn’t do the same for me.” She stood there for a moment, then slowly wrapped her arms around me, returning the embrace. We stood there for a minute, comforting each other. I felt her arms tremble slightly as the fear racked her body. Slowly the trembling died and I slowly felt a wave of relief washed over me. We continued to gently comfort each other as the gentle chirping of crickets filtered into the barn. We finally let go, looking at eat other for a moment. I cleared my throat as I looked around the barn. “Let’s get some rest,” I said, trying to bring my mind back to the preparations. “We’ll need all the energy we can get for tomorrow.” Amelia stared at me for a minute then reluctantly nodded, turning and moving towards the bed. I stood there for a minute as I mulled over my actions earlier. “You risked too much out there. Hell, you definitely made things worse with your presence. Stop it. You made sure Amelia was safe and that’s all that matters. You heard Dubak. These next events would have come about regardless. Now they need my help.” I turned and climbed up into the loft. “I just hope a minefield will work. . . and that Garahk has the necessary explosives.” I climbed into my hammock. “If not, I’ll have to search through Volume two to see if he was allowed to publish anything explosive. Scattering enough mines in front of the gate should thin their numbers out enough to be manageable. I need to see if Dubak knows how many they’ll bring to the fight. That’ll give me a good perspective on how many mines to scatter out there.” I drifted off to sleep planning a defensive strategy and anxiously thinking. “I’ll have to deal with it when it comes.” Was my last thought before drifting off to sleep. I just didn’t anticipate it coming so soon.



I was sleeping soundly when a loud shrill horn jolted me awake. I jumped from my hammock and ran to look out the loft door. Orcs were scrambling around the city below. The sun was just rising over the treetops and a far-off thump thump thump could be heard. I heard Amelia confused footsteps downstairs. “What’s happening?” Her voice echoed around the barn. I craned my neck and looked out beyond the large brown wall. A grey and beige mass slowly emerged from a distant line of trees.

My eyes went wide as I recognized the color palette. “He’s attacking NOW,” I shouted, panicked. I ran over to the ladder and scrambled down, trying to prioritize what to do.

Amelia stood and stared at me, shocked, next to one of the stalls. “What?” She asked. “I thought his attack was supposed to take a week to prepare for.” I ran over to a table and reached into the bucket of tools.

I rummaged around a bit then pulled out a crowbar and a pair of gloves, about the only thing I had that would barely work as protection. “Well, apparently the elves had other ideas,” I said as I pulled the gloves on. I turned and headed towards the door, pointing the end of the crowbar at Amelia. “Stay here and hide.” I opened the door. What I saw outside was utter chaos. The orcs outside were scrambling about, either going down to the main gate, retreating into their homes, or barreling towards the Great Hall. I turned back to Amelia “I’ll be back, I promise.” I caught a glimpse of her worried expression before I stepped out and closed the door behind me. I turned and began jogging as I followed the orcs heading down towards the gate. I heard panic screams and shouting as I ran down the cobblestone streets. I heard the far off wail of an infant as I slowly made my way to the border of the city. I saw orcs in various states of garb pulling on additional armor, made of leather, iron, and wood. I felt an air of nervousness as I realized I was running in with only my jeans, my shoes, and the shirt on my back. “You can figure something out when you get there. They might have something to cover your vitals. Just get to the gate and find out what the plan is.” When I got there, rows upon rows of orcs were lining up on the cobblestone road in front of the gate, forming a line of large circular shields that faced the elves’ expected point of entry. Right now there were about a hundred, but more and more were still running into place as the sounds of panic were replaced by barked orders and the rattle of armor and weapons. The orcs in front of the gate were clad in thick armor and holding spears in their freehand, preparing for whatever was going to come through. The ramparts on either side of the gate were slowly gaining more and more orcs, each carrying a longbow at least six feet in length. Quivers full of arrows were strapped to their backs and they were forming relatively even lines along the ramparts, giving them a clear shot of the space beyond the wall. The ramparts themselves seemed unphased by what must have been almost a hundred orcs bearing down on it. A few orcs milling about wore iron armor, but most of them settled on the thick leather or chipped wood. Some more orcs were working on the gate itself and lowering thick poles into brackets in the gate, barring it from being opened. I turned spotted Bulak ordering a group of orcs into the line. I started walking over to her. If anyone knew what I could help with, it would be her.

Suddenly, Dubak appeared out of nowhere and blocked my path. A large battleaxe was hanging from his back. I could see a series of strange markings etched into the flat of the blade. His metal breastplate was now accompanied by a spartan style helmet and metal gauntlets that came up to his shoulders. His crown was absent, but his helmet had similar upward turned spikes running around his head. Dubak pointed an armored finger back the way I came. “Return to you home, outsider.”

I looked at him, confused. “I’m here to help,” I said, holding up my crowbar.

Dubak shook his head insistently. “We do not need your help.” He growled. “This is no place for the likes of you.”

I looked at him, exacerbated. “You were fully behind me helping you last night,” I said, gesturing with the crowbar. “What gives?”

Dubak pushed the crowbar aside with a wave. “That was when we had a week, now we have an hour,” He placed a hand on my chest and pushed me back. “Now return to your home. If you wish, we shall inform you of the outcome of the battle.”

I shook my head, almost angrily. “That’ll be too late. I can still help,” I lifted the crowbar again. “I have a weapon.”

Dubak suddenly reached out and snatched the crowbar from my grasp. I jumped in surprise as the hard metal slipped through my gloved hand. “And no training for it.” Dubak retorted. He presented the end of the crowbar to me and I gingerly took it. “We shall persist in this conflict, but if you will not leave willingly, I shall have someone force you to depart.” He said threateningly. I stepped back, unsure about the severity of his tone. “Don’t try and fight him over this, he’ll pummel you to the ground and you’re no help to anyone there.”

I shook my head as I realized the outcome of whatever fight I’d be picking here. “Fine,” I said, throwing my hands up in defeat. “I’ll be back at the barn when you change your mind.” I turned and started walking away. I could feel Dubak’s eyes on me as I walked. I retraced my steps back the way I came, making sure I was still in sight of the front gate. I rounded a corner and kept going, glancing back as I did. No one followed me or towards the barn. I took the opportunity to turn left into an alleyway and started heading towards the wall itself. “Dubak underestimates my utility. If I can see what they have, I should be able to warn them about what it can do and how to handle it. Even if I have no idea how their tech works, I can at least speculate at what developmental stage they’re at.” I finally found my way to a section of the wall, far from the sight of the gate. The scaffolding leading up to the ramparts was massive. The struts were about as thick as my thighs with diagonal braces crisscrossing the five feet of space within. Now that I was up close, I could see designated sections that were built like ladders, smaller pieces of wood running between two large vertical poles. I found one such section began to climb. The wood creaked slightly as I climbed, the crowbar slowing my progress upwards but not stopping me. Soon, I had reached the platform above and looked around. I had about six feet of floor to stand on, plenty of space for people to move around each other. More archers were running past me and towards the gate. The section I was in was relatively clear right now but I imagined a few more might station themselves here as the battle raged. I looked out over the wall at the army. They were marching from a distant line of trees. They formed a near-perfect square in the middle of the field between them and the gate. I was never that good with estimations but tried to guess how many elves were out there. I counted at least three hundred soldiers marching our way. I tightened my grip on my crowbar as I searched for the strange tech they definitely should have brought.

Suddenly an orc grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. “What is your business here, outsider?” He barked at me. I felt my heart jump as he bellowed into my face.”Act like you’re supposed to be here.”

I let out an aggravated growl. “Do you guys want me to help you or not?” I asked in an impatient tone. The orcs stepped back. I took the opportunity to double down and point towards the gate with my crowbar. “Do I have to get Dubak every time one of you orcs question my intentions? Should I get Dubak just to prove I’m needed here?” The orc went wide-eyed. I felt a glimmer of weakness and I went for it. “Do you really want me to bother Dubak again over this?” I asked, completing the lie.

The orc shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.” He replied quickly.

I let out an internal sigh of relief. “Nailed It.” “Thank you,” I said, gesturing angrily. I turned to look back out at the army. They were now clear of the tree line and were slowly marching towards the gate. The thump thump thump sound of marching boots was tenfold what had moved through the city last night. The army looked massive. I glanced at the orc that had grabbed my attention. “How many do you count?” I asked, pointing with the crowbar.

The orc gazed out at the approaching army. “I count four. . . maybe five hundred.” He replied. “Chief Dubak must have expected as much. They brought a similar army they last time they came.”

I nodded as I watched the army slowly approach. “And how many do we have?” I asked him.

The orc glanced towards the gate. “About seven hundred battle-ready soldiers throughout the city.” He replied. “But knowing the elves we may as well be like fighting against a thousand men. Their magic is undoubtedly greater than ours.” I nodded, gazing out at the soldiers. They were about halfway to the gate when the sound of their marching suddenly stopped. I watched with curiosity the army appeared to get. . .shorter. I squinted out at the army.”Are they. . . kneeling?” Suddenly I detected movement out by the tree line again. I looked towards it. There was another group of elves scrambling along the tree line, partially hidden by the shadow of the trees. They seemed to be surrounding numerous metal objects. They seemed cylindrical in nature. Their movement seemed. . . familiar. I saw one of them carry some sort of as they approached one of the objects. “Why would they be back there when their army is. . . OH, SHIT!” I turned and bolted along the ramparts, past archer and guards, towards the gate. I had less than a minute to get to the gate and warn them of the incoming volley. My feet pounded along the flexing wood of the ramparts, barreling past orc after orc as the gate slowly grew closer and closer. I skidded to a stop standing above the rows of orcs waiting in front of the gate. There were now a hundred lined up in neat rows of ten. Spears were leveled at the gate in preparation for the army to break it down and stream in.

I waved the army back as I stood on the edge of the ramparts. “GET THE FUCK BACK!” I shouted. The soldiers looked at my outburst, confused. I noticed a group of orcs clad in full metal armor as Dubak emerged from among them.

He pointed up angrily at me. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?” He shouted. “I ORDERED YOU TO RETURN HOME!”

I shook my head insistently. “YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND!” I replied, pointing at the group. “THEY ARE GOING TO DIE!” That statement got their attention. I looked out at the tree line again. The movement was starting to die. Within the shadows, I could see the elves preparing for the explosion. I turned back. “YOU’VE GOT ABOUT FIVE SECONDS BEFORE YOUR BODIES ARE PLASTERED ON THAT WALL!” I shouted, pointing at a building. They seemed to understand the severity and conviction in my voice. The orcs were becoming agitated. Suddenly a single unified BOOM sounded. I fell to the ramparts and flattened myself as several vvvzzzeeerrr sounds resonated through the city. Through the cracks in the boards, I watched the orcs scramble out of formation and run from the gate. A few were foolish enough to stay. The ramparts rattled as a few archers joined in a duck and cover position. I heard the cannonballs hit the gate and ripped it to splinters with a sickening CRUNCH. I saw the one projectile that hit the remaining army tore an arm clean off. It left the orc screaming in the street, clutching at his stump. The rest of the cannonballs landed with a loud WHAM where more orcs once stood. I got up, crowbar in hand, looking around at the damage. The screams of panic had returned, this time from the soldiers that were once in neat formation. The gate was now riddled with holes and practically falling off at the hinges. The gate wasn’t the only target, logs in the wall were also hit and caused them to fall, leaving gaping holes in them. Some parts had fallen over completely, exposing the city to the outside. A few houses behind the wall were also affected, tearing a nice round hole in the wood and sinking into the stone until it stuck out like a giant earthen pimple.

Dubak glared up at me. “WHAT THE SARD WAS THAT?” He shouted. I watched as people dragged the screaming orc away.

My stomach churned, but I urged the sick feeling down. “CANNONS!” I shouted back, turning to Dubak. I turned at the remaining soldiers. “BE GLAD THAT WASN’T YOUR HEAD!” I shouted, pointing at the blood splat that used to be a limb. The orcs were staring wide-eyed at it. I turned back to Dubak. “READY TO LISTEN TO ME NOW?” I asked.

Dubak seemed to grit his teeth. “WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE ME DO?” He asked angrily. “WE HAVE NO DEFENSE AGAINST SOMETHING WE CAN’T SEE!” I looked around the city. People were scrambling around, either running back towards the gate or into their own homes. I tried my best to think. “Unexpected. I anticipated real artillery, not this primitive shit. Just where are they in the tech tree? Never mind that, you know what these are and how to handle them, at least how to minimize the damage they can cause.”

I turned and looked out over the damaged buildings. They would be in the most danger. “EVACUATE THIS PART OF THE CITY!” I shouted, gesturing with my crowbar. “FALL BACK A BIT, LET THEM BOMBARD THIS PLACE, THEN COME BACK WITH YOUR FULL FORCES!” I looked back down at Dubak. He didn’t seem convinced. “IT’S BETTER THAN HOPING YOUR SOLDIERS AREN’T HIT!” Dubak seemed to think for a minute, then turned and trudged back over to the metal-clad orcs. I recognized Kagan among them, but I didn’t know who the others were. He spoke to an orc wearing a shawl over his armor, brown with white spots. The orc scowled for a second then reluctantly nodded and began barking for the soldiers to retreat. The orcs along the ramparts began leaving their post and making their way back. The orcs on the ground began traveling further into the city, knocking on doors as they went. I gazed out at the army again, they weren’t moving yet. “They’ll probably send half a dozen more volleys before they move in.” I turned and began following the archers along the ramparts, following the growing crowd. I didn’t want to be in the target zone when the next volley came.

As I walked more and more orcs were joining the procession further into the city. Our forces would be split as they dispersed into the city, but so would the elves. At least this way the orcs would mostly still be intact if on the defensive. The city echoed with another boom and a few of the archers glanced back nervously. I did the same as the accompanying vvvvvzzzzeeeerrrr filled overtook the boom. A moment later, an echoing Crunch chased along the ramparts and I saw one of the doors in the gate explode into splinters. I turned back and looked at my watch as I continued walking. After thirty seconds another boom resonated throughout the city. “Relatively slow reload time. That suggests the early civil war era cannons or unfamiliarity. If they have that kind of tech that might be what Leroy built for them. Then how would they have been able to make the bracelets? What mishmash of tech do these elves have?” I shook my head as I focused on the present. No use in speculating on incomplete data. Once I was out of this, I could worry about tech disparities. Right now, I needed to focus. I started counting up. One, two, three. Once I reached thirty seconds another boom echoed over the city. I nodded at the consistency. “That’ll make them easy to predict.” I began counting the volleys as they came in. Four . . . . Five . . . . Six . . . . Seven . . . . Eight . . . . I stopped and turned back as I suddenly heard a strange CLANK accompany the explosion of the eighth volley. The crowd that had gathered was massive, at least three hundred in total. Dispersed throughout the crowd were about fifty soldiers that had chosen to keep close to the wall. I began counting the seconds one, two three . .  The archers behind me slowly moved past me as I counted the time until the next volley. Soon, I was the only one this far along the wall. Thirty-one, Thirty-two. . . Nothing. I strained my ears to hear more cannon fire, but nothing came. Slowly a low rumble came from beyond the wall. My heart was starting to pound. “HERE THEY COME!” I shouted. The orcs immediately sprang into action, now aware of the incoming charge. Some of the orcs started to move faster, the soldiers turned around and started to form a defensive wall, moving back the way they had come. The archers began rushing back along the wall to their original positions. I moved with them towards the gate. I stopped as figures stared emerging down the road. It was the army of elves, decked out in the same metal armor that they wore within the Great Hall. They carried large metal shields and stinging weapons of their own. What I saw was a fraction of the army that was outside the walls, but it still looked menacing nonetheless. I looked back at the defensive wall of shields. Some straggling orcs were just scrambling into place among the shields before the wall tightened their guard, bringing down spears to point at the charging soldiers.

I turned back to the approaching elves. The archers were starting to shoot at them, the whistling of arrowing filling the air as the scream of charging elves grew ever closer. The elves were unaffected by the raining arrows. They merely raised their shields and blocked them. A few managed to find gaps in the barrier of metal but they didn’t hit seem to hit anything. I watched as the elves passed where I stood. The thunder of charging feet grew to a crescendo as I watched the start of the battle. They were charging at the wall of orcs, running full speed with their shields in front of them. I expected the spears to impale a few shields as they made contact, but that didn’t pan out. Instead, the spears splintered and broke apart as the elves ran shield first into them. I could hear the shouting of a few orcs as their spiny defense became no more. It was now a shoving match with a clear advantage for the more heavily armed elves. Sword met shield, clashing in a percussion of battle. I watched the display of violence in amazement. I was frozen at the sight of the swinging blades, threating to slice all in its path. I felt my heart racing in my chest. I was definitely out of my depth. Suddenly the ramparts jolted. I turned back down the line of archers. The army of elves was sparse back there. I could see a few of them fanning out along the empty streets. Several approached the scaffolding with large war hammers. They wound back and began smashing the poles to pieces. A few planks further along the wall started to fall away as their support was lost. The archers were starting to retreat, moving away from the vanishing floor. I watched as some of the elves entered houses and began ransacking them, either burning the wood or throwing furniture through windows. I turned and began following the archers retreating towards the defensive wall of orcs. “Holy shit this is intense. I’m not even in the middle of that and I feel my legs shaking. Maybe Dubak was right. I shouldn’t be here.” The orc in front of me suddenly stopped and I ran into him.

I rubbed my shoulder as I looked at the halted crowd. “What’s Going On?” I asked, looking around them. There were a few dozen orcs in front of me, but they were all slowly backing away from something further along the rampart. I suddenly saw why the group of archers had stopped moving forward. The ramparts in front of them were ablaze, embers spewing into the sky as the floor was consumed in fire. I felt my heart pounding from the adrenaline “Not, getting out that way. Just don’t panic.” I looked over the edge of the ramparts and to the ground. We were about twenty feet up, the soil of the ground not looking like a good place to fall to. There were also elves waiting with swords, ready to pounce on anyone that survived a drop like that. The archers were firing in their direction, but their arrows didn’t even seem to dent their armor. “That’s fucking menacing.” My perception seemed to stretch as I looked towards the ground. My adversity to heights came screaming to the forefront of my mind and I took a few steps back from the edge. The crowbar was not reassuring of my survival at all. “Fire on your left, a drop on your right, and bloodthirsty elves below. . . sounds like a horror game.” I noticed a nearby rooftop. “You could jump for it.” I hesitated as I glanced over the edge again. “ARE YOU CRAZY? IF YOU MISS YOU’LL BE BUTCHERED BY THE ELVES, THAT IS IF YOU DON’T BREAK YOUR NECK ON THE FUCKING FALL!” I shook my head as I forced myself to take a calming breath, squashing the sirens blaring in my head. “It’s better than waiting to fry or fall.” I decided to try and jump. I turned to the orc to my left. He had just loosed another arrow over the edge. I grabbed his shoulder to get his attention. He turned to me in confusion. I took one more breath before steeling my nerves and acting. “Follow My Lead,” I shouted. I then turned bolted back along the ramparts, looking for a roof close to the ramparts. I spotted a roof near the end of the still intact floor, a two-story warehouse that was built really close to the wall. I redoubled my pace as I prepared to jump.  “STOP! THAT’S STILL A FIVE FOOT DROP! I’ll just have to aim for the slant.” I ran past more archers as I grew closer to the fallen section of the rampart. I let out one breath, then two, on the third breath I turned and launched myself off the rampart, angling towards my selected roof.

In the few seconds that I was airborne, I flailed my arms wildly, trying to not let myself panic. I landed on the slanted roof and felt a jolt of pain shoot up my shins, slowly sliding to a stop. I let out ragged pants as I realized what I had done. “Holy SHIT we made it. . .I should get out of the way.” I turned back to the ramparts. One of the orcs had already jumped. I quickly scrambled out of the way as the orc impacted the room. Pretty soon the rest of the orcs that were on the rampart with me were landing on the warehouse as well. The orc that jumped first turned to me as the final orc made it and the rampart he had jumped from fell away. “Now What?” he asked. I turned to look over the edge. The elves had moved from standing under the ramparts to surrounding the building we’d jumped to. I could hear them shouting for torches over the clashing of battle further along the road. “I didn’t think that far ahead. I was focused on surviving the past five minutes. I should turn my focus to beating these elf bastards. I need to push them out of the city.” I looked out at the other rooftops. “First, to get on their level.” My mind seemed so much clearer after that jump. I saw a series of roofs in close proximity and started visualizing a path down to the ground. “Jump there, turn, jump again, turn and jump to the ground.”

I tried to calm myself as I turned to the orcs. “Do you have melee weapons?” I asked. The orc in front of me pulled his bow over his shoulder and partially unsheathed a short sword, showing the blade to me. The orcs around him showed similar secondary weapons. “Good . . . Okay, this one is a little more difficult. . . . Follow me once you’re ready.” I moved past them to the apex of the roof. I would need as much speed as possible to make this first jump. I turned around, widening my stance, visualizing the path one more time. I took a few deep breaths as I tried to convince myself of my own ability “In. . .Out. . In. .Out. In. Out.” I let out a roar as I bolted back down the roof, charging past the archers and pushing off at the very edge. I continued to bellow as I sailed through the air and landed on the neighboring rooftop with a thud. I immediately turned and jumped off the slope of the roof, aiming for the small house next to it. I landed just beyond the apex, unexpectedly skidding down the side. I scrambled to stop, gloves providing the much-needed protection against the rough roof, but failed as I slid over the edge and landed on the ground with a hard oof. I crawled to my feet, crowbar in hand, facing a swinging elf. I reacted quickly and swung the crowbar up to deflected the blade. A loud clang rang out as the crowbar met the blade and send a shuddering vibration through my fingers. I backed up, afraid of being cut by another swing. The elf continued to march towards me, mask staring at me menacingly. I led him into a circle as I waited for the orcs to follow my improvised path to the ground. I suddenly heard a movement behind me and felt my hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I sidestepped in time to avoid another sword, the blade striking the ground where I once stood. I turned continued to retreat, keeping both elves in my line of sight. “FUCK. Dubak was right you’ve no idea how to do this.” I kept my distance from them, waiting for one of them to try again.

Suddenly one of the orcs skidded over the roof and landed beside me, sword drawn. He immediately turned and swung at something behind me. I turned in time to see him deflect a third blade that came up behind me quietly. He began battling the elf as more orcs came down from above and attacked the other two elves. “Come on, you’ve got this. You just started a suicide charge into an army of elves. I doubt you can win if you don’t believe in yourself. . . That sounds impossibly sappy. . .Fuck it, logic isn’t going to get us out of this.” I started to charge, following the orc that tried to attack me from behind. We worked in unison to take down the elf. I was still terrified, but if the orcs were going to help me then they can’t see me cowering against a wall. “Inside their guard.” I used the crowbar to deflect the sword and grab their wrist with my free hand. Despite their short stature, the elves were strong. Strong enough to take up most of my strength to keep a hold on him. The orc used the pommel of his sword to smash the elf in the face, denting his mask. I took the opportunity to twist as hard as I could, turning the elf around and effectively pacifying him. The orc followed up my movement by smashing his pommel in the elbow of the elf. There was a sharp crack, and the elf screamed in pain, dropping his sword. I gasped and let go. The elf’s forearm flopped around, unaffected by the elf’s clear efforts to direct it. It was definitely broken. The orc shoved the elf into the ground, causing him to let out another yelp of pain. The elf struggled for a few minutes, then seemed to pass out. I let out a calming breath as the orc restrained the elf and I turned to the other elves, expecting to face them. In part, I was just forcing my gaze from the disturbing sight I’d help create. Instead of another fight, I saw the orc driving his sword through a gap in the elves’ armor and into their chest. I had to hold down my stomach again as they yanked their blades from the elves with a spray of red and allowed them to collapse, unresponsive. The last orc skidded off the roof and finally landed next to me. I now had a restrained elf, two more dead, and a few dozen orcs around me, ready to defend against more soldiers. I shooked my disturbed feelings from my mind as the orcs looked at me, almost expectedly. “Inspire them with a speech or something.” I took another breath and began speaking. “Our first priority is the stragglers. Our companions can hold off the main forces for a little while. The stragglers are doing more damage to the city at present Attack the stragglers, thin their numbers, then go for the elves charging against our friends. “ I said, gesturing with the crowbar. “Not good enough.” “For Gashur!” I shouted encouragingly, raising my crowbar above my head.

The orcs shouted in agreement and broke off into groups of three, going after the elves who were ransacking houses. I followed a few of them as we stopped a group of elves from burning down a house. I was little more than moral support for them, but I refused to just sit by idly after what I had accomplished. I had to turn my head as the orcs slaughtered the elves. They may have been the enemy, but I couldn’t stand to watch as their lives were taken. Beyond that, I was helping any way I could, shouting warnings and deflecting blade whenever I could. My heart continued to pound as each strike threatened to draw blood. My nerves continued to scream each time my crowbar met a blade, the gloves doing little to stabilize the blows as they came one after another. Elf after elf fell as my group ran about the city, minimizing as much damage as possible. I felt my bones ache as strikes continued to reverb down my crowbar and into my hand. It was excruciatingly painful. I felt my lungs groan from exertion as we ran to another group attempting to break their way into a house.

As we approached we passed by an alley and I heard a voice cry out. “HEY, LET ME GO!” I stopped and turned into the alley. My group ran on to the elves attacking the house, oblivious to my sudden departure. At the far end of the alley was a pair of distant figures, the motion of them indicated a struggle. An elf was dragging a young orc out from a house, treating her with the same care you would a sack of flour. I felt my heart start to swell with rage. Children in a battle were always collateral. My vision turned a shade of red as the elf’s fist came up and slammed into her face. I began to charge at the figures, determined to interrupt what was undoubtedly about to happen. My feet pounded down the long alleyway as I left my group to stop the elf. My eyes went wide as I suddenly recognized the orc. . . It was Shel. The elf yanked Shel to the side as he turned his back to me and lifted her up. Shel spotted me barreling down the alleyway. “DEXTER!” she cried. She reached a hand out to me, her bruised face crying for help. I scowled in rage as the elf squeezed and I heard her yelp in pain.

I redoubled my pace as I wound my crowbar back for the hardest blow I could muster. “LET HER G-” I started, but as I moved I saw the elf pull out a knife. I felt like my body was vibrating with rage. I watched his next actions as if they were in slow motion. My hard footfalls echoed along the walls and the wind whistled past my face as I charged, determined to get there before he used that blade. He brought the knife up into a thrusting motion. I was still too far away. I would never make it. I watched with unfettered rage as the elf took the knife and drove it into her small chest. Shel’s mouth went wide in a weak gasp. My vocal cords felt like tearing as I let out an enraged cry. “FUCK NOOOOO!!!” I sprinted towards the elf. He pulled the knife from her chest, dropping her just as I crashed into him, bringing him to the ground with a loud wham. I was on top of him and began using the crowbar to wail on him with all my might. I put dent after dent into his armor, clang after clang echoed along the alleyway. He tried to bring the knife behind him to jam it into me. I quickly grabbed the arm holding the knife, twisting it with all my might. It broke with a loud crack and extracted a cry of pain from behind his mask. He dropped the knife as his arm twisted grotesquely in his dented armor. I grabbed the knife and flipped him over, pinning the broken arm under him. I alternated between my new and old weapon, using the crowbar to bludgeon every area I could while driving the knife into the seems of his armor, trying to find a weak point. I finally found a gap in his armor between the chest plate and his helmet. He cried out as I drove the blade in and twisted. I panted as my muscles groaned from the exertion and my bones screamed from the vibrations. My mind was suddenly drawn to the object of my ire. “Shel” I released the knife, gripping the crowbar with both hands. I brought the crowbar up like a large knife and drove the straight end into the pit of his elbow on his exposed arm, pinning him there. I quickly jumped up and scrambled to where Shel had fallen. My knees felt weak as I ran to where the elf had tossed her. Her body was crumpled on the floor, unmoving, a pool of blood growing beneath her. I grabbed her, kneeling under her so that I could support her. I pressed my hand to where the knife had pierced her, trying to stifle the blood flow. My glove was quickly covered in the red ichor. “Keep pressure j-just k-keep Pressure.”

Shel’s eyes opened slowly and she squinted up at me weakly. “Dex. .ter?” She asked softly. “I feel so cold.”

I felt a rise of panic as I felt the blood pouring from her torso. “It’s okay,” I assured her. “You’re going to be okay. Just hang in there.” I looked back out of the alley. Tears were starting to blur my vision “SOMEBODY HELP!!” I shouted. No one came. I tried to think who would be nearby that could help fix this. No one came to mind. In fact, I became worried about more elves hearing my desperate bellows.”You need to close the wound. H-how do we do that?” I cast my mind around for a method. Nothing came. I only saw a vision of the knife, soaked in blood to the hilt. I also saw Shel’s small torso beside it. I was filled with dread as I realized the knife was longer than her torso was deep. I kept my hand pressed on her chest, desperately trying to stop the bleeding, praying for a miracle that I knew wasn’t going to come. I just kept repeating. “You’ll be okay. You’ll be okay.” Shel had far off expression in her eyes. Her face was glowing a sickly pale.

Her finger weakly went skyward, her digit trembling as she choked out a few more words. “The. . butterflies.” I looked up, embers and smoke were drifting overhead, coloring the sky red and black. “They’re. .so. . pretty.” She dropped her arm again. I felt a waved of despair.

I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Y-yes they are,” I said, turning head towards me. Her eyelids were starting to droop. “But I need you to focus on me. . .C-can you do that?” I asked, trying not to choke up. My fingers were starting to cramp. I gripped tighter.

Shel’s eyes fluttered before barely whispering. “I. . .think. . . .I. . . .” I waited for her to finish. Her eyes hadn’t closed. Instead, they remained barely open, a cold and blank expression peaking out from behind her eyelashed.

I let out a sob as I felt the tears swell. “Shel,” I said, trying to draw her attention. She didn’t reply. She didn’t even move. “Sh-Shel?” I said again. I moved my free hand to her throat, trying to check for a pulse. I couldn’t feel anything through the glove. I brought the hand back and desperately ripped it off with my teeth, letting it fall to the cobblestone beneath me. I felt my heart pounding in my chest. I press it to her neck again, desperate for a pulse. I still didn’t feel anything. “N-n-n-no.” “Please GOD no. . .” I said desperately. The tears were starting to flow freely. “M-m-maybe there’s s-s-still a ch-ch-chance.” I slowly peeled my gloved hand from her limp chest. The blood lay still on her chest and dripped from my glove. I looked up at her lifeless face. All the joy and radiance in it was gone, replaced with slack and half-lidded shock. I let out despairing wails as the shock passed and I came to fully realize what had happened. Shel was no more, only her body remained. I bowed my head as I let the sorrow overtake me. I brought her limp form close, hugging her and staining my shirt. My voice echoed off the walls of the alley as I cried out, mourning the loss of the orc I held in my arms. I sat there for what felt like an eternity, rocking back and forth. Her face passed through my mind. My brief memories of her played out in my mind as I felt her still warm body slowly grow cold. I remembered from the moment I first saw her to when. . . “HIIMMM” I felt my sorrow dissipate, replaced by a slowly growing rage. I turned back to the elf, still prostrate and writhing weakly in pain. My tears slowly subsided as I gazed at him, replaced by the rage that boiled inside me. “HIM and his FUCKING BARON from their FUCKING TOWN in that FUCKING KINGDOM.” I gently lowered Shel’s body to the ground and trudged back to him. I felt my muscles flex as I towered over him menacingly. I knelt down and straddled his hips, bringing my face down to his mask. I pressed my blood-soaked glove to his throat, his neck was the old thing exposed right now, and squeezed. “Your MISTAKE Has Cost You Your LIFE And Your KINGDOM Its SOVEREIGNTY!” I barked at him. There was a pause as the elf stopped struggling, then a low rumble came from behind his mask. I let go of his throat, reaching up and undoing the clasp of his helmet. I ripped it off forcefully to expose his face sneered up at me. His nose dripped with blood, broken. His mouth was stained red as his lung filled with blood.

His lips curved up into a demented smile. “Those are mighty words coming from the likes of you. You would defy Adympia’s Sovereignty?” He asked, laughing. He suddenly gathered up a wad of spit and launched it at my face. I glowered down at him as it hit my cheek and dripped down my face. I gave him that precious victory. He spat his next words angrily, the words of a man with complete and utter conviction. “Adympia has stood for hundreds if not thousands of years. You are but one outsider. What could one outsider possibly hope to do?” He laughed. I felt my rage continue to boil within me. I suddenly grabbed his chest plate and brought him up before forcefully slamming him down again. His head knocked onto the ground and he let out a grunt of pain.

I brought my face down again until I was staring into his eyes, into his very being. I let out my next words in a low growl. “I’m not just an outsider.” I curled back and brought my fists up, bringing them down with every bellow. The sound of hammering metal now filled the alleyway as I yelled. “I’m a GOD DAMN HUMAN!” The elf let out a grunt of pain as I felt the metal yield beneath my battering. I continued my blows with every word as I shouted a solemn vow. “We NEVER give up. And I SWEAR, On MY Life, HER Death, and YOURS, it shall be my LIFE’S MISSION, my very EXISTENCE, to END that FUCKING KINGDOM.” I was beginning to tremble in rage. My fists trembled as the nerves screamed in protest. I didn’t care, I just wanted him hurting. I wanted him dead.

The elf laughed in defiance again. He tilted his head up slightly so that his golfball-sized eyes could look down on me. “You’ll die long before you make a dent in Adympia’s kingdom.” The elf said with certainty. “They might not even notice you before you’re snuffed out, like the bug that you are.” He began laughing again, cackling at my dedication. I reached over and yanked the knife out of his collarbone, spraying the ground beneath him with blood. I brought the knife down and around to where I saw the orcs stabbing before. I drove the blade through a gap in his armor and twisted again. He sputtered and his mouth spat blood.

I pressed my free hand to his throat as I gazed into his eyes. There would be no returning from this. “Any Last Words?” I growled. The elf tilted his head up and spat in my face again. My glasses were speckled with his blood.

I glowered up at me as his face turned red. “Sard You!” He cried. I twisted again the knife and watched as mouth started to fill with blood. His death was going too easily. I grabbed the crowbar still sticking from his arm and twisted. He spat and started choking on his own blood. Much better, I had no hesitation in watching the life slowly draining from his eyes.

I turned quickly as I suddenly heard a new voice. “Calm down you bastard, I already have ano-” The voice stopped as the source emerged from the building. A new elf had joined me in the alleyway, carrying another squirming child. I pounced on him before he could register the scene. I refused to let another perish while I was able to fight. I drove him back into the house and to the ground. I wound back and slammed my fist into his mask, repeatedly. I roared as my knuckled let out waves of pain with each blow. I continued as the faceplate bent inward from the fury of my blows. The elf let go of the child and tried to block my fist. I merely grabbed his hand with both arms and twisted, hard. A loud snap and a cry emanated from the elf. He tried to bring his sword up and into my torso. I just leaned back and grabbed his had, twisting it hard to release the blade. I grabbed it by the handle as it fell. I shoved the hand aside as I gripped the sword with both hands and brought it above my head. Before the elf could register his disarmament I let out a bellowing roar and drove the weapon down with all my might. The sword pierced his chest plate sank into his torso. I panted as my vision swam with red and I felt my head pounding from the exertion. The elf sputtered gradually stopped squirming. I let my rage burn as I looked at the dented mask. My fists screamed with pain as they gripped the handle of the weapon, still trapped within the elf. I panted as I felt the pain subside and I gain new energy. I was far from done.

My mind suddenly redirected its attention again.”The child.” I turned to where the child stood. I could see him through the doorway. He was gazing in stunned horror at where Shel lay. He clutched a small stuffed toy, a fearsome bear. I got up and quickly rushed over to him, kneeling between him and Shel. I wanted to spare him as much trauma as possible. “Listen to me,” I said, looking into his brown eyes. “You have to get to the Great Hall. You can’t hide here. It’s not safe.”

The young orc ignored my command and just tried to look over my shoulders. “Shel?” He asked, terror in his trembling voice.

I swallowed the lump in my throat as I gently grabbed his head and turned it to face me. “I can’t do anything for Shel,” I replied, guiding his eyes towards mine. I was doing my best to hold back tears. “But I can make sure that you’re okay.” He started to cry. I looked at him reassuringly, determined to get him out of danger. “I want you to promise me something. Can you do just one thing for me?” I asked in what I hoped was a comforting tone. The small orc nodded. I pointed in the direction I thought would be the Great Hall, deeper into the alleyway. “I need you to go and run to the Great Hall. Do you know where it is?” He nodded again, lip trembling. “Okay, run there, don’t stop for anything or anyone. Don’t stop and don’t look back, just run.” The small orc hesitated one last time as tears welled in his eyes. He finally nodded and bolted off down the alleyway without another word. I watched him run as his pounding feet kicked up a small cloud of dust, small toy tucked into his chest. I watched as he ran before disappearing in a turn in the alleyway. I knelt there as my rage boiled back in full force. After a minute I finally let out a shuddering sigh as I stood and looked behind me. I couldn’t see anyone, friend or foe, from the alleyway, but I knew what I’d do when I got out there. I reached over and pulled the crowbar out of the elf with a soft squelch. I turned and slowly walked over to Shel’s body. Her eyes were still open. I kneeled and closed them with my hand. My rage fueled itself as I knelt there. I let that image of her sink into my mind, hammering it into my conscious for all eternity. I stood again and looked out at the street again. I let out a low growl as I panted angrily. “For SHEL.” I thought as I charged out of the alleyway.

I immediately turned and started barreling towards the army of elves. If I was going to kill, that’s where I would do it. I saw a group of orcs between me and them. They seemed to be discussing something and gesturing towards the army pushing against their companions. It was the archers that had fought alongside me. I ignored them and continued my running charge towards the clashing army of elves and orcs. The archers noticed me as I approached and barreled past. My feet slammed into the cobblestone street as I ran full tilt towards the exposed back of the elves. I felt the wind whistle past my ears as the cries and clash of battle grew louder. My heart pounded as I readied my crowbar. I glanced back as a slow rumble behind me joined my charge. The archers were following my attack, weapons drawn and bellowing a battle cry. I bellowed in agreement as I shorted my strides to run alongside the orcs behind me. I felt my rage rise again as we charged towards the exposed back of the elves. They heard our bellowing cry as we got close, but they weren’t quick enough to form any sort of defensive on their exposed flank. We crashed into the back of the elves and started tearing apart their assault.

The next ten minutes were a blur of blood and screams. There were about forty of them in total, pushing at the orc’s shield wall. But they weren’t expecting a bloodthirsty charge to come barreling in from behind. I was a package of concentrated rage that slammed into the elves without discretion. I brought the crowbar down as hard as I could every time I struck. They tried to defend themselves from two fronts, but that was a losing battle. I was probably more of a distraction than an unstoppable warrior, but the charge was enough to break their line and allow the orcs to slaughter the whole lot. By the time I pulled my crowbar out of the last elf I was covered in elven blood, panting heavily. My muscles were screaming from the exertion. I was still trembling with rage. It wasn’t enough. I looked up as I realized a few orcs were gazing at me. Some were soldiers, but many of them were civilians that had remained with the soldiers, for some strange reason. The civilians had either official or improvised weapons of their own. Elven blood dripped from them as they stared at me in shock. I raised my blood-soaked crowbar aloft and shouted a battle cry. “FOR GASHUR!” The soldiers raised their weapons and shouted in agreement, quickly charging back towards the gate, leaving the civilians to gaze at me in astonishment. I stood there for a minute to catch my breath, my heart hammering in my chest. I blink as I realized my vision was obscured by blood.

I removed my glasses, instinctually moving to clean it with my shirt, but stopped when I realized my blood-soaked shirt would just worsen the situation. “We don’t need to see their faces to kill them. Okay, but they might break if you charge in with them in your pocket.” I looked around at the civilians that were still standing there. I spotted a familiar blur with facial hair. As I approached him Jolagh’s figure sharpened until I could see his goatee. He stared at me with wide eyes. He was carrying some kind of halberd weapon. I held my glasses out to him. “Take these back to the barn and make sure Amelia is okay. She might need help,” I said. Jolagh looked down at the glasses and gingerly took them. Once the frame had left my fingers I turned to the receding army of orcs and raced after them.

As the orcs charged towards the gate we saw more elves destroying buildings and more homes burning. The front, however, wasn’t the end of the elven forces. Elves ran to fight the charge as we approached the gate. The street quickly evolved into a mosh-pit of blood and blades, metal meeting metal, leather, wood, and flesh in a cacophony of a bloodthirsty fight. I dodged blow after blow as I helped the orcs charge deep into the elven army. I began operating on instinct and adrenaline alone, having little time to do much more than survive and kill. “Dodge, Parry, Strike, Strike, Parry, Dodge.” Before Shell, I was afraid for my life, more focused on not getting hit than anything else. Now, I was two hundred and thirty pounds of pure unadulterated rage, untethered by my limits. The elves charged me recklessly, assuming I’d be an easy target, but I had other ideas. I had only one hand occupied, but my free hand could quickly grab them and manipulate the elves into vulnerable positions. My tall stature aided in this and allowed me to reach passed their guard. Speed was key in ensuring the elves’ mistakes would lead to a painful death. I couldn’t allow them to think, allow them to learn from their errors or react to my actions. The crowbar in my grip was practically a blur as I fought. My hand continued to sting as my crowbar dented plate after plate of metal. The glove was still useless in protecting my nerves from the reverb of metal. I stuck close to the other orcs as they provided a good cover for when my breath grew short. I must have killed another fifteen using this method before fatigue started to catch up with me and an elf hooked his sword into the pit of my weapon, causing it to go flying. More elves charge the orcs around me and fought them away from where I stood. They quickly isolated me and gave me no room to escape.

I was now surrounded by three elves, one with a large war hammer and two with swords. They eyed me cautiously. They were somewhat smart, cautious at what I was capable of. They were also foolish enough to allow me to catch my breath and gather my thoughts. One phrase stuck out in my mind as I looked around at them, stance widened, back hunched, and hands open, ready for their attack. “These Fucking Fucks Killed SHEL.” There was a brief standoff as the elves slowly circled me. I wasn’t a fool though. The perfect opportunity to strike was right after they had gone, a time when the forces they could use against me were negligible. The one wielding the Warhammer was the first to strike, charging and swinging his weapons around to nail my torso. I dodged the blow, stepping back before charging forward when the hammer passed to chokeslam him to the ground. The elves were definitely strong, but their smaller bodies meant they were lighter. His hammer slammed into the ground its angular momentum brought the weapon down with us. I heard whistling from just behind me.”Dodge right.” I rolled as one of the elves wielding a sword tried to slice my back. I grabbed the hammer as I rolled. I quickly spun as I turned the weapon on its owner. I swung the hammer up to smash the elf brandishing the sword. He received a full blow and went flying. I then brought the hammer around till the large weight at the end of the handle was almost touching my heals. Finally, I swung the weapons up and back down on the helmet of the still dazed elf. The blow let out a sickening crunch and smashed through the thin faceplate of the helmet, crushing the elf’s head. I heard another whistle to my left. “Duck.” I dropped to the ground as the other sword wielder tried his luck, slashing at where my torso was just a moment ago. As soon as I heard the whiff above my head, I turned and pounced on the elf, using another chokeslam to bring him to the ground. I let out a roar as I wound my fist back and collided my fist with his faceplate again and again. The stinging in my hand worsened as the mask slowly dented beneath my flailing fist. My vision started to narrow on the elve beneath me, how I wanted to hurt him how he had hurt these orcs. I felt my awareness slip as I began to experience tunnel vision. My mind suddenly snapped me back into focus.”BEHIND YOU!” I became aware of the extended roar behind me that was slowly growing louder. I turned around and lifted the elf. The elf I had bludgeoned away with the hammer was charging at me, blade first. I used the elf I was holding as a living shield, my arms straining from holding up the weight of the armor and the elf inside. The elf wielding the sword had no time to stop and quickly found his blade sunk into the back of his companion. I quickly dropped him, relieved at the sudden absence of the weight, and the sword was wrenched from the elf’s hand.

The elf scowled at me through his mask. I panted as my focus faltered. I was getting so tired. I felt my mind slow as a standoff occurred. It was all a matter of who would move first. I let out a growl of anger as the image of Shel came to the forefront of my mind again. I disregarded my aching lungs as I charged the elf, determined to put fear into his eyes. I slammed into him as I tried to bring him to the ground too, but he found to remain upright. We grappled with each other as we both tried to throw the other to the ground. I let out a roar of anger as I finally grabbed the back of his neck and brought my free hand into his mask. I wound back again continued to punch him in the face. My hand suddenly stung with pain and I had to stop punching. A thought quickly ran through my mind as I felt focus return to me briefly. “Get BACK you idiot.” I suddenly saw a glint of silver. I jumped and pushed the elf back as fast as I could, but I was starting to grow slow. A sharp pain radiated from my side as his knife slashed at my torso. I felt a trail of red seep from just under my ribs. I put my hand on the wound as it slowly bled. I felt a new wave of adrenaline from the wound, silencing the ache in my muscles.”It’s Just A Scratch, BEAT HIS BITCH ASS!!”

I shook my head as I looked up at the elf again. We began circling each other as the danger of the situation was sharply displayed on my chest. I kept my distance as the elf brandished his knife at me. He was taunting me, goading me into making a mistake. I wasn’t about to make it again.”Come on. Charge You BITCH.” I spat of wad into the street in front of me as I maintained eye-contact with the elf. He suddenly let out an enraged roar and charged at me, bringing his knife up to stab. I focused enough to dodge at the last minute, turning on my heel and allowing him to barrel past me. I quickly turned and slammed my hand onto the back of his neck to force him down to the cobblestone. He struggled to remain upright but I swiftly kicked his legs out from under him, eliminating his grief moment of resistance. The elf struggled as his torso slammed into the ground and I pressed my knee into his back. He pushed up with all his might, putting off balance for but a moment. I doubled my pressure from my knee as I struggled to keep him down. His arm tried to stab at me with the dagger still in his grasp, but his position limited his ability to do so. “FUCK IT! TIME FOR YOU TO DIE!” I quickly reached up with my free hand found the clasp that held his helmet on and undid it. I suddenly moved my hand from the back of his neck to the hooking into the edge of his breastplate. I accompanied the change in grip with grabbing the top of his helmet with my other hand.

I jumped off my knee and brought both my feet slamming into the ground. I changed the direction of my force, wrenching the elf up with all my might and pulling the helmet away from his head as I did. The elf flew from the ground as his and my force combined to roughly yank him upwards. His helmet was pulled off and tossed aside recklessly as I brought the elf up as high as I could. I directed the momentum of his movement as I let out a pained roar, arching it so that he would come back down and hit the cobblestone, hard. I did my best to point his now exposed head down as we fell back, ensuring the maximum amount of force would be transferred to his skull. I fell back onto the street as I threw my arm and the elf into the street behind me, my head slamming into stone and jolting my vision. A clatter of armored legs fell on my chest as a loud CRACK sounded from just behind me. My vision swam as I hoped I’d done it right. I shakily got to my feet as the battle around me continued to rage. I looked down at the elf. His green eyes were glazed and lifeless, blood and grey matter seemed to seep from a crack in his skull. I spat again as I took gasping breaths, the adrenaline stifling the pain I was definitely in. Suddenly another shout redirected my attention away from my latest victim. A group of seven elves was charging at me, weapons drawn and ready for blood. I stole my nerve as I straightened and took a step. I staggered as my muscles almost collapsed in protest. I panted as I stood there as I saw the elves still charging my way. “You don’t have it in you. You’ve got five more one on one, but not seven and definitely not all at once. They KILLED Shel. Yes, but you have no strength left. You need to retreat, fall back and recover. They Should Be Running. We don’t have the energy to- They Should. . .” I felt my instincts take over. Another wave of rage rose within me. I widened my stance, drawing in a deep breath. The was one thing I wanted at this moment, one thing I wanted above all else. I was determined to have it. I leaned forward as I shouted a deep guttural bellow, tearing at my vocal cords and echoing my pained voice around the city. “FFFFEEEAAAARRRR MMMMMEEEEEE!!!” The world around me seemed to pulse as my voice echoed, silencing the sounds of battle and freezing everyone to the spot. I almost collapsed again as a new wave of fatigue and nausea overtook me. I struggled and fought to stand again. “You’ve got even less energy now, how’s that possible?” It somehow felt like I just finished something massive, like I just got out of a ten-hour brainstorming session. I shook myself as I bright my attention back to my current situation. “We Can’t Let Them See Us As Weak. Push Past It. You run the risk of permanent damage. PUSH PAST IT.”

I looked up to focus on the elves again. They were still frozen in place, looking at me. For once I saw fear through their masks, fear deserving of all they’d done to the city. I straightened to my full height again and took a step forward. The elves let out a gasp of fear started to run. I stood in shock as I watched them run. In fact, all the elves seemed to be running, some dropping their weapons and bolting back for the gates. I let out a sigh of relief as the elves attacking the city ran back the way they came. I looked around. The orcs seemed badly hurt. A few were lying dead on the ground, dead or injured I couldn’t tell. I focused on the ones that were still standing and addressed them as a whole, raising my voice so that anyone in the area could hear me. “Any of you who's still got a fight in them, follow me to the gate. The rest of you stay here and tend to the wounded.” I said, breathing hard. With that, I turned and started jogging after the elves. I gradually heard the pounding feet of a few dozen orcs behind me. I focused my attention ahead as my heart pounded in my chest. “You need to rest. Push Past It. In. Out. In. Out.” I fell into a rhythm as I got closer to the gate. The damage to the city got even worse as we got closer. More buildings were burning, more of the wall was broken and destroyed, a few logs lay haphazardly in the street. I could hear a few cries for help from buildings engulfed in flames. Groups of orcs were breaking off from my charge and minimizing the damage as best they could. Others burst into the burning buildings and pulled out orcs that were still trapped inside. My charge slowly dwindled in size as more and more orcs stopped to save as much as they could. We finally found a few elves that hadn’t begun running, doing what the elves had already done to many other buildings, and were breaking into yet unscathed buildings. They wore leather armor and seemed to be more concerned with causing havoc than attacking the orcs. Their weapons were definitely lighter than the others’, little but a few daggers strapped to their side. I spotted a group that was trying to wrench open a door. Another pair was charging my way, weapons. I felt my legs cry in pain as I took another step. “You don’t have it in you.” Suddenly one of the orcs behind me charged in front of me, clashing with one of the elves and leaving the other still charging. I shook my head as I focused and gathered energy against the single elf. “One On One”

I chared forward as hard as I could, tackling the elf to the ground. We struggled with each other for a bit and I managed to pin his arms to either side. I panted as I knelt over him and stopped him from moving. “You’re leaving yourself open.” Suddenly, a sharp pain radiated across my back. I gasped in pain and quickly rolled off the elf. I stood as I realized the elf had managed to draw his weapon and rake it across my back. The dagger he wielded was thin, more point than a blade. I could see it easily slipping through chain mail and piercing the target beyond. I charged the elf as he too crawled to his feet, trying to grab the arm holding the knife. The elf was too fast, he dodged my desperate grab and sliced at me. I backed up as my new wound began to bleed down my back. The pain radiating from it added to the pain already coming from my lower chest “You're going to die.  No, I’m Not!. shel . . . Shel. . SHEL” I charged forward in a new fit of rage, this time too fast for the elf to dodge. I grabbed his arm by the wrist and effectively pacified the blade. I brought my knee slamming upwards into his elbow while pushing down at his wrist, bending the elbow at a right angle in the wrong direction. His armor offered little protection as I bent the joint in the grotesque fashion. The elf let out a cry of pain and instinctually dropped the thin knife. I grabbed it as it fell and gripped it by the handle before driving it up into his neck. A spray of blood spat onto my hand as the weapon hit its mark and ruptured a major artery. I let go of him and the dagger as he went limp. He fell to the ground with a hard thud as I heard more shouts.

I turned to the source. Two orcs were defending from two elves as one more orc tried to break down the door of a burning building. My muscles groaned in protest as I trudged over to the door, avoiding the fighting as best I could. I finally walked up to the orc kicking at the door as I felt my body burn from the fatigue. “What's going on?” I asked, breathlessly.

The orc glanced at me before continuing his battering of the door and shouting a response. “There are children inside,” The orc replied loudly, kicking the door again. I felt a wave of new energy as I heard more were in danger. “NOPE.” I looked at the door. It was obvious the elves had wrenched part of it open. The door was cratered in the center and the corners were pried out. The thick wood was splintered in several places and the iron supports were now shaped more like a bowl. I let out a long breath as I gathered my strength and weakly pushed the orc out of the way. I reached up and gripped the exposed edges of the door, widening my stance for what I was about to do. “No Guts No Glory.” I thought to myself. I wrenched back hard. The door splintered a bit. I tried again. The door splintered at the hinges but didn’t break. I let out a roar as I tried one more time and the door broke from its frame. I pulled it away as I muscled groaned at the effort. The orc rushed inside as I turned to the still fighting elves. The elves had their backs to me. The orcs were defending desperately from the more energized elves. I let out a low growl as I lifted the door and charged.

I skidded to a stop next to one of the elves and swung the door to knock him to the ground. I didn’t give him time to register the event before I lifted the door up and brought the edge of it slamming into his mask, crushing his skull. I immediately turned to the remaining elf. He had noticed my aggressive intrusion and was charging at me. I turned the door and used it as a shield as his knives tried to slice at me. The elf slammed into the door and tried to reach around it with his knives. I kept the door between me and him as he tried to drive a blade into me. A thought suddenly ran through my mind.”Lift And Push Forward.” I lifted the door and charged into the swinging elf, letting out a roar as the weight of the elf was added to the door and my arms groaned from the strain. I carried the door and the elf across the street as I continued my charge. Another thought ran through my mind.”A bit left.” I followed my instincts and drifted left as I continued to run. I suddenly hit something and slammed into the door. I staggered back as I tried to regain my senses. I looked up at the door. It stood there for a moment then slowly fell away, revealing the elf impaled on a fallen piece of wall, his stomach protruded into his leather armor. His shocked and open-mouthed expression briefly moved then fell still, his arms falling limp at his side. “How’d We Know That Was There? How’d we turn the elves into cowards? Wait, We?” I shook my head as I felt a wave of delirium. I stood there for a minute breathing hard, vision swimming as I tried to recover. I gritted my teeth as the sounds of shouting continued to echo around the city. The presence of the elves helped my focus on the moment. “We Have To Get Angry Again. We Have To Drive The Elves From The City.”

I focused my thoughts on Shel. I let out breath after breath as I took my meditative techniques and used it to grow my anger instead of stifling it. I let the events play over in my mind as I stoked my rage once more. My aching muscles slowly quieted as adrenaline coursed through my veins. My heart slowly stopped beating from exhaustion and gradually burned with rage. My state was suddenly interrupted by a deep cry somewhere to my right. I looked over. The orc that had charged the first elf was on the ground clutching his arm. The elf stood over him, sword in hand, preparing for the final blow. “Got. .To. .Save. .Him.” My mind was starting to cloud from my continuous exertion as I searched the area around me for a weapon. I spotted another pointed log that had fallen from the wall. “That’ll. . work.” I knelt down and wrapped my arms around the log. I was able to hook the log into the pit of my arm as I found the best grip I could. I let out a low groan as I stood again, lifting the spiked log and directing the point towards the elf. I took a moment to stabilize my grip on the massive stretch of wood before pushing down with my legs and charging forward.  “Leeeerrroooyyyy Jeeeenkkkkiiinnns” The space between me and the elf quickly shortened to nill. The leather-clad soldier was oblivious as I gritted my teeth and aimed to drive the spike into his torso. The elf was about to deliver the final blow when the point of my log crashed into his side, jolting him away and likely breaking a few ribs. I pushed harder and continued to charge, carrying the elf with me. I aimed for a nearby building, slowly using the rage that had burned in me before. We finally hit the building and the log pushed through the elf. I let out a roar as splinters jammed into my arms and broke off from the fallen spike I was carrying. I let go of the log as my arms screamed in pain, letting it and the elf fall to the ground. I let out another roar as blood seeped from my arms around the numerous pieces of wood sticking from it. I took deep breaths as I began pulling out the invading shards. They hurt as much coming out as going in, but I just wanted them out of me. I looked around as I pulled the last wooden shard from my arm and tossed it aside, all thoughts of my other injuries gone. I was somewhat near the gate, that much I knew. I turned as I heard a clambering further along the wall.

I stepped out to look at the source. The once might gate was further along the street, completely destroyed save for a single hinge hear the base of the wall. Cannonballs were sunk into the ground just inside the city and splinters of wood were scattered all around, partially covering a few spheres of metal. There was a crowd sized blur of elves near the gate. Judging by the height and glint in the morning light, it was the elves. They seemed to be discussing something. They numbered what must have been fifty of the hundred that had broken into the city. I felt my last embers of rage being stoked once more. “They Should Be Running. So, let’s make it happen.” I let out an exhausted sigh as I took my blood-soaked glove and ran it through my hair, sticking it out wildly and further staining my forehead with blood. I let my rage grow briefly before I let out one last enraged bellow and began charging at the elves. Their conversation among them immediately stopped as they spotted me. They quickly turned and started running through the destroyed gate, abandoning all thought or concern they had before. I continued to charge, bellowing near incoherent threats of what I’d do if I caught them. I finally stopped and panted forced the last of them running out of the gate and back to where they’d come. I panted as I stood in the morning sun, watching what was left of the army retreat towards the trees. I felt my shoulders hunch as the fires of my anger finally died out. My head lolled back slightly as I enjoyed the warming sun, the dangers of the assault now repelled. For once in a long while, I felt at peace, my mind unburdened by aggression. I let out a calm sigh as I focused on my next move.”We need to get those cannons. If we know the time period it emulates, we ca-- BEHIND YOU.” I suddenly turned to see their leader barreling towards me, knife drawn. I tried to dodge, but he was too fast. His knife sank into my left side. The pain was overwhelming. I clamped my hand over the blade as I fell to my knees. The elf allowed me to fall as he towered over me.  “You haven’t WON.” The elf hissed at me, leaning down. I sat there as he continued to monologue. “I’ll return with a bigger army with more weapons. I will lay waste to this entire city.” I felt my strength fail me as I tried to stand. The elf just backhanded my face and I crumpled to my side. The sun no longer felt warm. Instead, it felt distant and cold.

I panted as I looked up at the elf. He scowled down at me as I lay there, contempt filling his eyes. I gathered what little strength I had and spat in his direction. “Still a fucking coward I see. Couldn’t handle a fair fight. You had to wait until I was exhausted and distracted. Hahaha. You couldn’t ev- AAAAAAAAGH.” The elf suddenly reached down and yanked the dagger from my stomach, slicing at my hands at it was drawn out. I pressed my hand to the wound and began panting. Drops of sweat dripped down my forehead as the pain washed over me.

The elf continued to stand over me, knife in hand, as I clutched my side. “I should have rid the world of you when I had a chance. . . Perhaps that is why I stand above you now.” A sinking feeling filled the pit of my stomach as the elf raised the dagger over his head. I tried to crawl away, but my strength failed me in the dew-covered grass of the morning. I could only watch as the dagger was raised up to strike.

I scowled up him, the only thing I could do against him. “Coward.” I spat.

The elf smiled as he stared down at me. “Pathetic final words for a pathetic Creatch-” His monologue was interrupted as an orc came barreling in from behind, tackling him to the ground. He and the elf shot over me as the dagger slipped from the elf’s hands and fell to the ground. I turned as the sounds of a struggle could be heard behind me. I saw a familiar leopard-spotted shawl as the elf was wrestled to the ground. A metal spartan helmet covered his head and glinted in the morning sun. I recognized Kagan as the orc pulled out an axe and used it to subdue the elf, pinning him to his stomach and binding his with the handle of the weapon. I finally found the strength to crawl to my feet as Kagan pulled out a length of rope and deftly tied the elf’s hands behind his back. I limped over as Kagan hauled the elf to his feet and the elf started shouting obscenities. A dirt stain covered part of his pail skin. “Unhand Me, You Savage! You Cannot Bind Me! I Am Commander Vulen! Nothing Will Stop-” I stopped him by winding back my fist and striking his face. A dark bruise appeared on his other cheek as he turned to me.

A wave of nausea ran through me as my body twisted and I felt the sweat drip down my forehead. “Shut the fuck up you dumb cunt.” I spat. “Face it, you lost. You were met on an equal footing and lost. Your army is wasted, your assault finished.” A wave of coughing rushed over me and I staggered back.

Kagan gave me a concerned look as I regained my composure. “Do you require assistance?” He asked.

I shook my head as I let out another cough. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” I cleared my throat before glaring down at the elf. His bruised expression still carried contempt. I returned the expression as best I could, the sweat likely making it difficult to carry the same weight. “I despise people like you,” I growled. “You’re little more than a bully with a superiority complex.” I looked up at Kagan. “Take him back to the city. He might be able to tell us something useful.” Kagan nodded and started dragging the elf back towards the gate. I let out another cough and looked down. The cut was horizontal along my left side, further staining my shirt with blood. I let out another cough as I turned and started trecking back up to the gate. I was in no shape to get whatever they had out there. I had to find someone that could. I saw numerous groups of orcs approaching the city gate from various incoming streets. They stared in awed shock at the now obliterated gate.

I approached one of the groups of orcs. They wore basic leather armor and carried swords in their hands. I jabbed my thumb over my shoulder as I let out another cough. “Go get some horses and get the cannons that are in that treeline.” They looked at me in confusion as they saw my disgruntled state. I let out a painful sigh as I continued. “They’re big metal cylinders, you can’t miss them. Just go and get them. I don’t want the elves to have too many cannons in their control.” They hesitated for another moment then nodded and started to move. I let out another cough as I started limping through the city, my vision blurred by sweat and exhaustion.

I began to make my way back to the barn, cold and fatigue slowly enveloping me. I walked past building after building, some still on fire, but surprisingly many were untouched. I guess the orcs did a pretty good job of repelling the elves. I clutched at my side as another wave of pain washed over me. “Man That’s Painful. You need to disinfect and close the wounds. How Do We Do That? Amelia might know, but we’ll need a disinfectant. Alcohol should do.” I looked up as I tried to find a bar, something that might be able to spare some alcohol. My blurred vision made it hard to distinguish the signs above the doors, but I had just enough strength to focus momentarily. The population was definitely not literature inclined. All the signs were pictographic and seemed to convey some aspect of the business they provided. I saw cleavers, bread, various tools, I even saw a sign using a needle and thread. Some signs had lettering below their pictures, but more often than not it was just the images. I finally spotted a sign that seemed to be an orc drinking from a mug. That would be the most obvious candidate. “Hope someone’s here.” I pushed on the door. Surprisingly, it was unlocked. I stepped through the threshold. Inside was a room full of tables and chairs, many smashed to bits on the ground. A long bar sat at the far end of the room. An orc was sitting on the bar, being tended to by an orc in a fluffy blue shawl. I cleared my throat. The orcs turned to me. I swallowed before croaking out my request. “Do you have any alcohol?” I asked. The orcs stared at me. The orc in the fluffy shawl turned to approach me, but the orc on the bar put a hand on his shoulder, stopping him. He then reached behind him and pulled out a bottle from under the bar.

He looked at it for a second before tossing the bottle in my direction. “On the house.” He growled. I lifted a hand and caught the bottle, examining it. It looked like a normal bottle of beer, but with a more circular body and plugged with a cork. The glass was definitely of lower quality though, imperfections ran amock along the brown pane. Though I imagined it was par for the course of this place. The concoction inside looked to be light golden brown, most likely beer. I didn’t know if it would work, but it was better than nothing.

I looked up at them. “Thank you,” I muttered exhaustedly, turning to leave the bar. I trudged out as another wave of fatigue hit me, the nausea was getting intense.”Just have to make it to the barn.” I thought as I slowly trudged through the streets. The morning sun was little help as the air chilled me to the bone. I definitely ran out of steam a while ago. I kept my head low as I retraced my steps to the barn. My muscles groan as I made my final push home. They were well past their limits, but they just needed to hold out a little longer.

I finally made it to the barn, bottle in hand, cold, panting, and close to passing out. My vision was threatened by blackness as I knocked weakly on the front door, unable to open it on my own. I didn't hear any movement. I cleared my throat as I pushed myself to croak out a cry. “Amelia, It’s Me. Open Up.” I heard a small clatter from inside the barn. After a moment Amelia finally pulled the door open. She gasped as she stared at me, wide-eyed, through the open door. I asked a question before she could. “Do you know first-aid?” I panted. She hesitated for a moment then nodded. I nodded as I lifted the bottle to my lips. I really needed a drink. “Good,” I said, pulling the cork out with my teeth. I spat the cork into the barn then took a swig. The concoction burned as it traveled down my throat. I swallowed and let out a cough as I gestured to one of the tables holding my stuff. “I have an old fishing reel in the box marked hobbies,” I said, handing her the bottle and staggering slowly over to an empty table. Amelia helped me walk over. “I’m trusting you on this,” I groaned as I sat on the table and turned to lay on it. I barely set my head on the hardwood before fatigue finally overtook me and I passed out. The pain of my injuries remained for a moment before fading along with the darkness.



???



I was jolted from my slumber by a thundering emotion. RRAAAAAAGGEE I quickly rolled from the bed, and onto the floor. I raised my forearms up, ready for Almar’s next rage-induced beating. The cold stone floor was a shock to my current supple legs. The chill permeated my form as I knelt there, waiting for the strikes, but they never came. I hesitated for a moment, confused at the lack of a beating. “He’s been upset since his canary’s disappearance. Has he finally started taking his anger out on something other than his servants?”I slowly lowered my arm and looked back at the bed. Almar was still sleeping soundly, unperturbed by my sudden distress. “So what cau-” RAAAGE Grief Anger” I clamped my hands over my ears as I looked around, trying to find the origin. Almar’s extravagant bedroom was as over the top and silky as Almar was lazy and egotistical. His massive silky covered bed sat in the middle of the wall furthest from the door. Dark mahogany wood covered the walls and gave the room a rich look. Multicolored windows covered the roof, bathing the room below in a sea of colors. The balcony door shimmered with the rising sun as I slowly got to my feet.

I shivered as my exposed form reacted to my uncovered state. Almar was always disapproving of nightly clothing during his escapades with his ‘servants’. He’d been particularly enthusiastic with me last night, especially after receiving his letter from commander Vulen, a message about retrieving a lost item. I finally found the direction of the emotions. They were coming from the balcony door. I looked over at the stained glass door, its coloring adding its own light to the room within. The glass seemed to burn with the emotions as well as the morning light. I tentatively approached. Surely emotions this intense had to be from someone nearby. I was unsure about confronting what must surely be right outside that door. Anger Hatred Sorrow RAAAGE I hesitated as a thought crossed my mind.”If they’re feeling such aggressive emotions and were able to climb up to this balcony then perhaps I have a unique opportunity.” I shook my head. “Do not be foolish. Surely they would not have the strength of will to end Almar.” I looked up as I reached for my discarded robe, donning it before reaching the door. RAGE Hatred Again a glimmer of hope crossed my mind. “Perhaps they do. Perhaps tonight will be the end of Almar the Awful.” I’d fantasized about such a thing for almost my entire life. In fact, I think every slave in Nione would be relieved if he were to be killed. I reached for the handle, hesitated, then turned it and stepped out onto the balcony.

The morning sun shone down on the city of Nione below. The view was gorgeous. Almar’s manor atop a small hill in the center of the city. A single road led up to the home and fed into one of the main roads below. The manor itself was a more modest reflection of Almar’s own bedroom. He had taken extra measures to ensure the exterior of the house was the same dark mahogany as the interior. It stuck out against the paler olive wood many of the houses around it were made out of. Numerous trees and bushes decorated the lawn below, tended to be various gardeners and other servants. Even the most clueless of visitors would be able to recognize is as the house of a Baron. From where I stood, I could see most of Nione and the wall surrounding it. Distant mountains and forests could be seen beyond, one a particularly dense forest to the east that scant few dared to enter. Rumors told of fearsome orcs that snatched up any would-be travelers.

I blinked as I turned my attention to the balcony. It was empty. I turned, expecting someone to be standing out of my line of sight, but it was as barren as a desert. “So where?” Suddenly, another wave of roaring emotions washed over me. RAAAAAGE Hatred Fury I turned to look out further along the city, expecting to see someone on the rooftops, but I saw no one. In fact, no matter how far out I looked I couldn’t see anyone that would be experiencing such an array of emotions. “Then how?” RRAAAAAAAAGGEEE The morning sky was suddenly ablaze with emotion like the afternoon sun. I raised my hand in a futile attempt to shield myself from it. I turned in the direction of the rising inferno with confusion. “To the East?” I looked out over the city again. There was a slow bustle as the city gradually awakened. From my position, I could see a few gardeners shielding themselves from this wave of emotion, most likely fellow nymphs. “Does this extend beyond the city?” I wondered. Anger Hatred I stepped towards the edge of the balcony, staring in the direction of the emotions. RAAAAAGE Hatred Pain I stood, hands on the railing, as the waves cycled through the various emotions. My curiosity overrode the chill running through me.”Surely anyone within the city would be causing a commotion with emotions like these. If they’re not in the city, then where are they? There’s nothing beyond the forest, except. . .” I stepped back as an explosion of rage washed over the city, burning like a bonfire. I clutched my hands to my head as it felt like bursting. The wave bordered on painful. I saw a few nymphs also clutch at their heads, though not blatantly. “Orc lands.” I gasped as the emotions finally died down and I looked back up. The emotions continued to change as the sun slowly rose into the sky. Fatigue Hatred Exhaustion Confusion

I stood there, waiting for something else to happen. “What sort of creature is able to feel such intense emotions?” Anger Exhaustion Determination I was suddenly interrupted by the balcony door opening. “Chameleon?” Almar asked as he stepped outside. I turned quickly to him. I was greeted by his grotesque and lumpy figure, unconcerned about his own decency. Almar was a bulky elf, though not in the way a normal elf was bulky. His stomach swelled with fat and his face carried just as much flab. The beauty of his pale marble skin and bright green eyes were overshadowed by the rolls of fat covering his body. His stature was one of regal upbringing, but it was weighed down by all the food he insisted on gorging on. I stifled my anger as I heard the pet name he had given me.”That's not my name you fat sard.” I smiled as he continued to speak. “What are you doing up so early?” He asked.

I continued to smile as I responded. “Just getting some fresh air sir,” I said, bowing slightly. The emotions continued to roll over me as Almar considered my words. Anger Exhaustion Fury

He finally nodded as he approached me. “I suppose it is rather nice out this morning. In a chilly sort of way.” He said, stepping towards the railing. rage Rage RAGE He stood there for a minute as I waited for him to speak. “I have been inconsiderate of you.” He finally said halfheartedly. I winced as I could already hear his next word. “Here comes the but.” Exhaustion Anger “But you must understand, I cannot take my emotions out on my commanders.” I kept my composure as I felt like sighing in exasperation. “There it is.” Exhaustion Determination “I use you as an outlet because I must keep a level head in my meetings.” He said as he stepped closer. Rage exertion. . . RAGE Exertion “Plus, I know you nymphs are more durable than elves.” He said as he took my hand in his own swollen limb. I resisted the urge to slap him. Anger Pain Distress Confusion I kept my eyes fixed on Almar as I turned my attention to the emotions rolling over the city. “I do it because it allows me to operate Nione in the best way possible.” Exhaustion tranquility. . . rrrraAaAGGEE “You must understand, I do it for the good of the city.” Confusion Determination Exertion RAGE “But don't worry,” Curiosity Anger RAAAGE “Vulen has notified me that he's on the verge of retrieving a lost valuable of mine.” tranquility Confu- PAIN Exhaustion Almar turned to look out over the city, still unconcerned about his indecency. “When he returns I shall use it to relieve myself of this unrelenting anger.” Anger Determination Exertion My eyes widened as I realized who he was referring to. “He’s not talking about? . . Fext. . They found her didn't they.” RAAAAAGE I flinched as the emotions grew intense again before starting to quickly fade. Almar didn't seem to notice my distress and continued. “Now then, let us go back inside and continue what we started last night.” He said gesturing with a smile. He tapped a finger onto one of his multiple chins as he seemed to consider something. “I'm thinking a short shoulder-length blonde with large breasts. Perhaps with a wonderous hazel hue for your eyes this time.”

I nodded submissively. “Of course, you want to do it with her. It's not like you've been fantasizing about her for a hundred years.” Exhaustion pain “As you wish sire,” I said as I began the transition to his description. My stature and hair shortened as the follicles changed hue and my chest began to expand. Almar nodded and trudged back inside. I slowly followed looking back at the origin of the aura of emotions. It was starting to die out. exhaustion pain exertion “I just hope whatever that came does not have its sights on Nione. . . Maybe just Almar.”

            

    
        7. Tender Wounds

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



I want to say I woke up peachy keen and right as rain. But the truth is I wished I was still passed out. My entire body seemed to ache and throb with every heartbeat. I grunted as a wave of nausea washed over me. I felt my hand tremble as I cleared my dry throat. “Good, You’re up.” I heard a voice say. I opened my eyes as gently I could, just moving was painful. I took deep and slow breaths. The world was a hazy and blurry mess, but I could tell Amelia was leaning over me. “That means I can do this.” She flicked my forehead and I suddenly became acutely aware of my massive headache.

I grunted again as I clenched my eyes shut. “Could you not?” I groaned. “My body already hates me. Please don’t antagonize it.”

I heard footsteps as Amelia slowly sauntered around the table. “As well it should.” She replied. “A broken hand, three lacerations, a few fractured ribs, splinters all over your arms, and I can only assume a concussion judging from the lump on the back of your head.” She finally stopped walking. “Not to mention the fact that you show up covered in blood, sweat, and god knows what else. Then you hand me a bottle of beer and tell me to patch you up?” I heard her pause then gently place something down next to my head. I turned slowly to identify it, opening my eyes as I did. I became aware of a wad of cloth that was under my head, supporting it like a pillow. A plain silver chalice sat a few inches from my nose. I cleared my throat again as I realized just how thirsty I was. I looked up at Amelia, she was staring at me with her arms crossed. Her hair was disheveled and sweat graced her forehead. She let out a sigh as he saw my pained expression and stepped forward. “Drink up, you need to replace the fluid that you lost.” She said, reaching over and lifting the cup to my lips. I drank deeply, the water quenching my thirst slightly. My world became a bit clearer. I let out a sigh as I quickly drained the chalice and rested my head on the towels beneath me. Amelia moved over to another table. I glanced over and watched as she used a silver pitcher to fill the chalice again.

I cleared my throat as I cried out for water.”It’s going to take a lot more than a few cups to quench my thirst.” I pulled myself up slowly as I gestured for Amelia to come. “You might as well bring the whole pitcher.” I turned to let my legs dangle over the side. I still wore my bloodstained jeans, but it looked like Amelia had tried her best to clean them up. I looked down at my arm as I became aware of a splint binding my right forearm and immobilizing my hand. I used my other hand to pat at my torso as I inspected my current state. My shirt had been removed. The blood and grime I’d gathered had been scrubbed off, leaving my skin bare and clean. Various parts of my body were wrapped in makeshift bandages. Judging by the patterns and colors, I can only assume using strips of cloth from numerous T-shirts and spare blankets. The few parts of my torso that weren’t bandaged were left bare and exposed. My body still throbbed and ached, but it was better than trying to drink an entire pitcher while laying down. Amelia nodded as she lifted the pitcher from the table and walked back. She tried to hand me the cup again but I shook my head and held my unbound hand out for the pitcher itself. Amelia looked at me skeptically then slowly handed it to me. “Thanks,” I said, bringing the rim to my lips.

I drank deeply as Amelia set the cup down on the table beside me. “Do you want some painkillers?” She asked as I drank half the pitcher.

I took a few more gulps before I answered. I let out a satisfied sigh as I finally lowered the container. “Even if I did I don’t think I have any, and I doubt the painkillers the orcs have is little more than alcohol labeled as medicine.” Amelia nodded thoughtfully, looking around. I followed her gaze. There were torn clothes and tools scattered about the barn, mostly around the table I was passed out on. I bent to look beneath the table A bucket of red water sat below me. The spool of fishing line I had sat in a neighboring bucket swimming with a golden-brown liquid. I gently brought my hand bandaged underneath one of the bandages and felt the string holding the gash together. “Nice stitches,” I remarked, bringing the pitcher back to my lips to drink.

Amelia nodded as she went back to cleaning up the scattered tools. “So, what happened out there?” Amelia asked as I finally set the pitcher down. “I know the army attacked, but how did you let yourself get like . . . .that?” She gestured at me. I sighed as I let the events of that battle play out in my mind. I was drawn to the event they brought out my rage and caused me to abandon my own self-preservation. I was tempted to tell her a comforting lie, but I knew she would have to learn about it eventually. I sighed as I resigned to telling her everything.

I looked at the floor as I chose my words. “They killed Shel,” I sighed defeatedly. I heard a clatter as Amelia dropped a tool. I kept my eyes on the floor. I couldn’t look her in the face. Tears welled up in my eyes as I despaired at my own failings. If only I had been faster.

Amelia began stammering out questions. “H-How?” Amelia asked. “A-Are you sure? O-or did you only hear about it?”

I shook my head solemnly, silencing her queries. “No, I saw it with my own eyes. A knife right through her chest. I was trying to help but . . .  I couldn’t save her.” I looked down at my hands. My vision was slowly becoming blurrier. I was starting to cry. “She Didn’t Deserve It. We Could Have Done Something. There’s nothing we can do about what’s past, nothing can bring her back. The best we can do is prepare for the future and make sure no child. .no one. . has to go through what she went through. How Are We Going To Do That? We’re Just One Person.” I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder. I looked up. Amelia was standing over me, hand over her mouth, trying not to cry. She was failing as she wrapped her arms around me and held me close. She trembled slightly as she rested her head on my shoulder. I sat there for a second, then slowly wrapped my arms around her.

I heard Amelia’s muffled voice from my shoulder. “It’s not your fault,” Amelia said, trying to comfort me. “You did everything you could. From the sound of it, you helped drive the elves from the city.”

I shook my head, trying to stifle the lump in my throat. “I could've done more. I could've known how to close the wound.” I was starting to clench my fingers. They ached with every twitch. “I could've run faster, gotten to her before the elf did. I could’ve helped clear the buildings before the elves attacked.” I clenched my fist as my mind wandered back to the vow I'd made that morning. “ End That Fucking Kingdom.” I gritted my teeth as the name of that commander echoed in my mind. “Almar” “I'm not going to let that happen to anyone ever again. Even if I have to topple an empire to do it.”

Amelia slowly let go and looked at me. She gave me a teary-eyed and comforting smile as she wiped her face. “I’m sure you will, but for right now you need to rest and recover. You can’t do anything if you’re not at one hundred percent.” Amelia started moving around the table, reaching to undo the bandages binding my torso. “Now hold still so I can finish your back.” She began to undo the bandages.

I wiped my own face as I allowed her to work. “You didn't stitch up my back?” I asked as she pulled the cloths away. My back suddenly tingled as it was exposed to the cool air.

Amelia let out a hum of disagreement as she set the material on the table behind me. “I was lucky I was able to even dress the wound with you laying down,” Amelia replied, pulling one of the buckets out from under the table. The contents sloshed around as she set it on the table. “I couldn't exactly turn you over, not with the stitches in your side.” I suddenly felt some liquid drip onto my back. It stung slightly and I took in a sharp breath as I realized Amelia was disinfecting the wound again. “The only way I could put bandages on you was by shimmying it under your back. The beer didn’t help, there’s not nearly enough alcohol in here to properly disinfect these cuts.” She began wiping the area with a cloth.

I shrugged as best I could as Amelia kept a hand pressed to my back. “It was the best I could muster. I’m not exactly liquid in a country of orcs.”

Amelia let out a dismissive him as she set the cloth down and pulled something from the bucket. I had half a second before Amelia started driving the fish hook through my skin and began stitching the wound closed. I grunted loudly as Amelia pulled the fishing line through my skin, sending jolts of pain up my back. “I know it hurts just bear with me.” I sat there, gripping the edge of the table, as Amelia continued stitching the wound. The pain slowly leveled out and I found the continuous piercing more bearable. Half-way through the process, my stomach growled loudly. “You need to eat,” Amelia said, dropping the hook and moving back over to the other table.

I sighed, unenthusiastic for more oat paste. “As appetizing as gray paste sounds I think I’ll pass,”

Amelia gave me a wide smile as she walked back over. “Good thing this isn’t,” Amelia said as she set a plate down beside me. I looked over, expecting to see a bowl of the same gray paste. Instead, the platter held a rack of ribs that took up half the surface with five rolls of bread taking up the other half. Their proximity made me acutely aware of the aroma they were giving off. The ribs were covered in a dark sauce that glinted in the light. The rolls seemed light and flakey, topped with their own translucent liquid. A lot of effort was put into making this plate as appetizing as possible.

My mouth watered as my body anticipated eating the entire plate. “Holy shit,” I exclaimed. I turned to Amelia, she was beaming. “When did this happen?”

Amelia continued to smile as she gently directed my shoulders so that she could return to stitching my back. “They dropped that off in place of your usual rations,” Amelia replied as she went back to stabbing my skin. “You really made an impression on them this morning. A meal fit for a warrior, they called it.”

I nodded. “I’d Imagine. That’s got to be about two thousand calories.” I picked up one of the rolls of bread. It was still warm, fluffy, and soft. My stomach let out another low growl. “It looks delicious.” I took a big bite of the roll of bread. After two weeks of bland paste, the roll tasted like sweet flakey heaven. I took another bite as I let the sweet flavor wash over my mouth. It was so soothing to taste something this warm. I finished off the roll and picked up another one as Amelia finally finished stitching the wound on my back. I hardly noticed her work as I consumed the food. When she was done she began wrapping my torso back up. “How’d you like this change of pace? I’m sure this was a relief after so long on bland food.” I took another bite. I paused when Amelia didn’t answer. I turned my head to look at her. She refused to meet my gaze. “Don’t tell me they gave you more gray paste,” I asked, mouth half full of bread.

Amelia shook her head. “They gave me a bowl of soup.” She finally said, tying the bandage tight. “It was better than the oatmeal, but they were adamant that the entire plate was meant for you.” There was a soft growl and this time it wasn't my stomach.

I let out a sigh as looked back at the plate. “Don’t be like that. I don’t care what the orcs insisted on,” I lifted a roll and presented it to her. “You need to eat too.” Amelia looked at it hesitantly before taking the roll from my fingers. I smiled at her encouragingly as she looked up at me. Amelia returned the smile as she took a bite and let out a satisfied moan. I smiled as she moved back around the table and joined me next to the plate. I let out a sigh as I considered my next course of action. “Now might be a good idea to start plotting.” I thought as we began dividing up the plate. My body still ached with each movement “Amelia was right about needing rest. We can’t topple a kingdom if we can’t even lift a plate.” I glanced at the door as I considered the recover time for my injuries, a month at least. “I’ll need to head down to the forge. Shurkul should know that I’ll be out of commission for a while.” I turned back to the plate and tore off one of the ribs, taking a bite as I considered the time it would take. It was incredibly juicy and savory.

Amelia shook her head. “Not with those stitches you’re not. You might pop them.” Amelia said firmly. I waved her off as I set the rib down and lowered myself to the floor, bare feet flexing on the hardwood. My feet were the only body part that didn’t hurt to move. Amelia placed a hand on my chest to stop me from moving forward. “It’s a bad idea for you to try and move so soon.”

I let out a sigh as I looked at Amelia. “I feeling fine. It can’t be that bad, can it?” I asked. Amelia stared at me. “Are you confident in the way you did the stitches?” I asked her reluctantly as I stretched my legs.

Amelia shook her head insistently. “I’d be more confident in them if they were glued,” Amelia replied, pressing her hand on my chest. “If you stretch too far in one direction you could end up making things worse.”

I let out a hum as I thought about her words for a minute. “Would super glue work?” I asked, pointing at the table with my tools on it. “I’ve got a bottle of it in the box of tools.”

Amelia stared at me for a moment, then sighed reluctantly. “Yes.” She said begrudgingly. I grinned as she started walking over to the box to look for the bottle. “I need to change your other bandages anyway, so this works out.”

Amelia began rifling through the box as I beamed in her direction. “You’re the best, Amelia,” I said as she walked back, bottle in hand. Amelia began undoing my bandages again while I continued to munch on the ribs, the pressure on my legs slowly helping me keep alert. “I wonder how late it is?” I thought as I glanced at my wrist. Only now did I realize I was without my watch as well. “How long was I out?” I asked as Amelia began undoing the second layer of cloth.

Amelia placed the bandages on the table. “About eight hours,” Amelia replied. “It’s about three o'clock right now.” Amelia set the bandages next to the plate and began moving back to the other table. “I’ve got your watch over here.” I glanced over. Her blurry figure held up a small object.

My hand drifted to my head out of instinct. “Did Jolagh drop by with my glasses?” I asked, realizing just how blind I was without them.

Amelia’s blur seemed to glance back at the table. “Umm. . . Yes, he did.” Amelia said. Her blur reached for something on the table and then began walking back. I put the rib down as she reached me. Amelia helped wrap the watch around my wrist and lock it in place. She then handed me my glasses and I lifted them to my face.

I suddenly noticed a spider crack in the corner of the rectangular lens, slightly blurring the vision in my left eye. “Fuck me sideways,” I exclaimed, bringing the glasses down and examining them. “When did this happen?” I asked curiously.

I looked up at Amelia. She seemed surprised at my choice of explicative. “Jolagh said it happened while on his way here,” Amelia replied. “An elf jumped him from an alley. It happened during the scuffle.” I looked down at the glasses again. “We can still use them, but that crack is going to bug us to hell and back.”

I let out a calming sigh. “Is he okay?” I asked, looking back up.

Amelia nodded. “He seemed fine when he handed then to me.” She replied. She began moving to undo the last bandage.

I glanced at the glasses one more time before positioning them on my face. “Can't do anything about what’s past,” I said, adjusting them to minimize the resulting blur from the crack. “I just wish this didn't happen so soon.” The crack obscured the very edge of my vision. I moved my head around as my eyes got used to their new perception. I shivered as my torso was fully exposed to the air. I looked down at the two wounds on my front. The gash on my left side sat vertically at the edge of my torso. The wound on my right side ran horizontally just under my rib cage. Both injuries were held together with a length of fishing line. “Hopefully nothing vital was hit.” I thought as I gingerly touched the wound on my left side. I winced as Amelia began applying the superglue and pressed the flesh together. It stung slightly as it bound the cuts.

When she was done she pressed a clean cloth over the wounds and began to wind the bandages back around. “If you insist on going down to the forge please take it easy,” Amelia said as she tied the cloth tight. “They're cleaning up and I don't want you to strain yourself trying to help out.”

I nodded at her words. “Just down to the forge to talk to Shurkul then straight back for some rest,” I said as I finished off my half of the plate. I let Amelia finish bandaging my wounds before I slowly limped over to an open box. From the look of it, Amelia had definitely rifled through the box to find the cloth she’d used for my bandages. I pulled out one of the few T-shirts remaining and slowly slipped it on. I stretched what body parts I'd dare stretch before moving to slip my shoes on. “I’ll be back in an hour,” I said as I opened the main door.

I stopped as I stepped out in front of the barn. I saw two swords and a battle axe, blades impaled into the dirt, just to the left of the door. A small locket dangled from each of their handles. I slowly approached them and examined the locket hanging from the battle axe. There was a small glass cover on the front that allowed me to look into the locket. A bloody thumbprint stained the inside of the locket. I turned it over to examine the other side. A similar glass cover protected that side. There was a clay inscription inside. It read “This amulet acknowledges the life debt of Brugo towards Dexter the Impaler.” I moved to examine the two amulets hanging from the swords. They held similar inscriptions and contained similar bloody thumbprints. They were from Uggug and Xegug addressing Dexter the Destroyer and Dexter the Door Smasher respectively. I turned to carry the amulets inside when I saw a cylindrical container hanging from a hook in the door frame. I grabbed it as I walked back inside. Amelia looked up from what she was doing as I closed the door. “Back so soon?” She asked, walking over.

I shook my head as I held up the pendants. “Just bringing some things inside before I head out,” I replied. I handed her the amulets and opened the container. A scroll slid out. It was sealed with wax using a swirling S. I broke the seal and unrolled it as Amelia examined the amulets. The scroll was a letter.


Dexter,

Chief Dubak requests your presence in the Great Hall at your earliest convenience. There is an urgent matter which he wishes to discuss with you. Your contribution to the Second Defense of Snakhagr has also been cataloged and awaits further verification. Snakhagr and its people thank you for your service and wish you good tidings.

Best Regards,

Narod Malthu

╲╲╱╱╱rd Council Seat, Northern District.

His signature swirled just underneath his title. I looked up Amelia as she began to walk over. “It seems I’ll be gone for a few hours instead of just one,” I said as Amelia stood next to me and began to read the letter. I handed her the letter and took the amulets from to reexamine them. The outside was engraved in a swirling pattern similar to the one I saw on the bracelets.

Amelia finally looked up from the letter. “What exactly did you do?” She asked. “From this, it sounds like you drove the elves from the city yourself.” I thought back to that morning. Some of my memory was fuzzy, but I did remember the elves running from me. “We likely do have a concussion if we can’t even remember this morning.”

I shrugged. “I might have. . . either way, I’ll head over there when I’m done with Shurkul.” I said, handing the amulets back to Amelia. “I can probably ask Dubak about these while I’m up there.” Amelia looked at the amulets again.

“Fine, just take it easy.” She said. “This doesn’t change the fact that you need a lot of rest.”

I nodded and gave her a thumbs up.”Just down to the forge, then up to the Great Hall and then straight back,” I affirmed, slowly moving back out the door. “I’ll see you in a few hours,” I said, closing the door. I turned and looked out over the city. The usual bustle was back, but everyone seemed to be helping to clear any debris leftover from the battle. I let out a low sigh and slowly started to make my way down to the forge.



It took me half an hour to walk down to the forge with my injuries. I walked by blackened buildings and carts being loaded with burnt timber and rubble. Every now and then a cart of bodies would rush by, heading towards the gate. The orcs seemed to nod my way as I trudged by. I waved back at them as I passed. The aching in my body slowly localized to the side of my torso, each breath agitating it slightly. “That's definitely a fractured rib. Amelia really knew what she was talking about.” I finally made it to Shurkul’s forge. His forge seemed untouched by the assault, beyond a gash in the side of the building. Blood splatters littered the cobblestone in front of the door. The sound of hammering could be heard inside. I pushed the door open and entered the forge. I looked around as I entered. Shurkul and Urog were hammering at a strangely familiar door. Three of the apprentices were there as well, working on various armor and weapons.

Shurkul and Urog looked up and grinned as I approached. “I did not anticipate to see you back so soon,” Shurkul said, pausing his work. Urog placed her hammer down as she took a few breaths. “From the rumors, I thought you would be bedridden for a week.”

I nodded, placing a hand on my side. “That's actually what I'm here about,” I replied. “Given the stress, I put my body through, I’ll be taking it easy for a week or two.” I glanced around the forge. “And given the damage to the city, you're likely going to give priority to repairing what was destroyed over creating new and unfamiliar material.” I gestured at the door they were working on. “Starting with everyone’s’ front door it would seem.”

Shurkul nodded as he glanced at the door. “My brother was quite surprised when his wedding gift turned up across the street,” Shurkul said.

I smiled as I scratched my head. “Yeah, I feel like I should apologize for that,” I said. “I may have more or less put it there. . . After tearing it from its frame.”

Shurkul smiled and nodded.  “I have heard the recounts,” Shurkul said. “You must have quite a tale to tell.”

I nodded, stifling a cough. “I’ll be happy to do so once I'm recovered a bit more,” I replied. I glanced around as my thoughts wandered back to the first volley of cannonballs. “Though I’m kind of warry what Dubak wants to talk about. I can only imagine what he thinks of me after I so blatantly disobeyed him.”

Shurkul let out a laugh. “From this morning’s public council, I wager that you have earned his respects.”

I looked at him confused. “Really? I’d imagine going against a direct order is a grave insult in your culture.”

Shurkul shrugged and waved off the concern in response. “It is, but it is what you did after that that has earned you his respect.” He reached behind the table he was working on and pulled out a small chest plate. I can only assume it came from one of the elves. There was a small gash on the front, just big enough to let a blade through. Shurkul pointed at the hole. “You have also earned mine. I respect anyone that can do that to a chest plate.”

I nodded as I bent to look at the armor. “I guess I’ll hear more about it when I go up to see Dubak,” I said, straightening.

Shurkul nodded as he set the chest plate back down.  “It would be best if you discussed the matter with him.” He said. “I doubt I can deliver the news as effectively as Dubak.”

I looked at him confused. “Anything I should be concerned about?” I asked. Shurkul just smiled mischievously.

I let out a sigh as I glanced at my watch. 3:45 “I’ll leave you two to it then,” I said. Urog nodded and Shurkul waved me off as I turned to leave. “Maybe we won't have to face Adympia alone. Even if we have the support of the entire country, didn’t Dubak say Gashur wouldn't stand a chance against Adympia? Gashur isn't the only ‘Tribe-State’ as they called it. Besides, once I find out the tech disparity, I can plan out something to minimize the gap and propel the orcs ahead of them.” I contemplated the implications as I limped my way to the Great Hall.



It took another hour to reach the top of the hill. I was breathing heavy and sweating profusely despite the cold air. I slowly approached one of the open doors when I noticed Garahk leaning on a nearby post. She smiled as I approached. “So, this is the Champion of Battle that everyone’s been talking about.” She said. I stopped in front of her and continued to breathe heavily. “It definitely won't look good if you meet Dubak while you're coughing up a lung.” “I’d say I'm surprised one so respected would have such trouble climbing a hill. . .But then again, you must have delved into some pretty deep reserves if you were able to turn the minds of four hundred elves.” I breathed heavy, side hurting, as I took in her words. “The hell is she talking about? Champion? When did that happen? Forget that, there’s no way I did anything to four hundred elves. I didn’t even see that many during the battle.”

I continued to heave as I responded, at little annoyedly. “What sort. . of mystical. . mumbo-jumbo bullshit. . are you. . talking about?” I asked.

She smiled softly as I bent before her, still panting.  “Surely, you do not think that magic is not real, not after what you did this morning.”

I let out a bigger sigh. “Look . . .I don’t. . know what. . I did. . this morning. .” I panted. “But I. . know for sure. . that magic. . was not involved. . . Because if. . there’s one. . constant in. . this world. . it's that. . magic doesn't exist.” I took some more deep breaths and placed my hands on my knees. My right hand immediately stung and I had to pull it away. I clutched the limb to my chest as I continued to heave.

Garahk tilted her head as she watched me. “You may not call it magic, but I assure you that is what transpired,” Garahk said. I straightened and groaned as my side flared up in pain. Garahk tilted her head the other way as she saw my grasp the offending body part “I noticed you didn't go to any of our mages for healing,” I looked up at her, confused. “Even when one was healing an orc right in front of you.”

I let out a sigh and shook my head. “Because I. . didn't want. . you to. . amputate my hand.” I replied, still panting. “If you. . could fix me. . I'd let you. . but you can't. . so, I won’t.” I let out a series of coughs as the pain in my side flared up again.

It was Garahk’s turn to shake her head. “We have not even attempted to heal you yet.” She said, reaching out her hand to take my arm. I took a step back, wary of her intentions. Garahk gave me a reassuring smile. “What could I possibly do to make it worse?” She asked. I looked at her hand, considering the outcomes. “There's not much she can do when we’re not passed out. Nothing negative seems likely with compliance.” Reluctantly, I gave her my hand. She took it gingerly and examined it. She muttered something incoherent under her breath. After a moment, she looked up at me, her hazel eyes giving me a reassuring expression. “Three breaks and a dozen splinters. Simple enough.” I closed my eyes and tilted my head up as I prepared for whatever pain she was about to put me through. Garahk began muttering again, gripping my hand to apply pressure to my forearm. I felt a tingling sensation and the pain slowly subsided.

I opened my eyes and looked down at my hand. “That's it?” I asked. “That’s your grand technique? Nerve points? That only masks the problem, not solves it.”

Garahk smiled softly as she looked up. “Really?” She asked sarcastically. She suddenly brought the top of her staff slamming into my hand.

I pulled it away as pain shot through it again. “What the Fuck?” I exclaimed. “What are you doing you old Bitch?” I clutched the hand to my chest. “Are you trying to break my hand again?”

Garahk merely laughed as she watched me squirm. “On the contrary.” She said, chuckling. “I believe I just fixed it.”

I looked at her confused. “Wha-” I began. I stopped when I realized the pain was different. It wasn't sharp, more of a dull throb. . and fading fast. I brought the hand down and examined it. I tentatively flexed my fingers. They were difficult to move, but I could manipulate them without causing myself pain. The pain in my forearm was also gone. I began unwrapping my hand, letting the splint fall to the ground as my hand was exposed to the cool air. I clenched and unclenched my fist, bringing my other hand up and used my thumb to check the bones in my hand. I could feel a small knot in two of the bones, but they didn't hurt. It felt as if I'd broken them years ago. “How the Fuck?” I looked up at Garahk as my mind wrapped around what just happened. “How the hell did you do that?” I asked. “There's no physical way that's possible.”

Garahk smiled as I looked at her in stunned shock. “Unless you use magic.” She said slyly. I looked back down at my hand, trying to rationalize the events. “What if Amelia was wrong? It's pretty hard to fake someone else's pain. There's still a chance she was wrong. What about the knife wounds?”

I looked up at Garahk. “Can you do that with cuts?” I asked curiously. Garahk nodded and waved me over. I stepped closer and allowed her to examine my right side. She began muttering again and gently placed her hand on my torso. This time I tried to listen to what she said, but I couldn't make any sense of it. It sounded random and disjointed.

Suddenly, Garahk stopped muttering. “Three knife wounds and two broken ribs,” Garahk said, looking up. “This should not take long.” She leaned back down and began muttering once again, pointing the tip of her staff at my side. This time I watched her technique. My eyes grew wide as the amethyst atop her staff began to glow and small beads of light trailed out of the gem. The beads gently entered my torso and caused a warm sensation to permeate my torso. My breaths slowly became less painful and my side stopped hurting. I let out increasingly deep breaths to test the limits of the effect but found that they were genuine. When Garahk was done I lifted my shirt and brought my hand underneath the bandages to feel the wound. Where there was once a stitch holding the flesh together was now a smooth plane of flesh. I felt around for the fishing line and found what was left of it below the original cuts. “Holy Shit. It even repaired over the stitches.”

I looked up at Garahk in shock, she was beaming at me. “How the fuck did you do that?” I asked in amazement. Garahk smiled softly as she leaned back on the post. I removed my shirt and began undoing the bandages, still in disbelief at her display. I let the bandages fall to the ground as I continued to unwind the cloth. Eventually, I stood, bare-chested, in the cool air. There wasn’t so much as a scar left on my torso. I flexed my torso every which way, enjoying my regained flexibility. I suddenly became aware of how sore my muscles were. “Guess we didn't have time to notice that with the gaping hole in our side.” I gestured at my forearm as I looked at Garahk questioningly. “Can you do anything about the soreness?” I asked Garahk.

She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Unfortunately, there's only so much I can do,” Garahk replied. “We do not comprehend muscles enough to fix such a complex issue.”

I thought about the implications of magic for a moment then nodded. “I guess that makes sense,” I said, bringing my hand to my mouth. “If magic is based on knowledge, it would be imperative to understand the world in order to fully utilize it. Any lack of knowledge means an inability to manipulate the phenomenon.” A gentle breeze suddenly blew past. I shivered as I realized how cold I was. I quickly scooped up my shirt and donned it as I asked again. “But how did you do all that?”

Garahk smiled as she tapped her nose. “The same way you caused the elves to flee the city,” Garahk replied slyly. “Using magic to bend the world to my will.”

I stood there in shock, still disbelieving of her words. “Magic is REAL?” I exclaimed. Garahk nodded and laughed at my amazement. “So, you can make fireballs and shit?” Garahk nodded, held out her hand, and spoke a single word. At her utterance, a small flame appeared above her palm, winking gently in the wind. I stared in wide-eyed shock at the flame. “No fucking way.” I held out my own palm and repeated the word, expecting a similar result. Unfortunately, nothing happened.

Garahk began laughing again. “If magic were that simple, everyone could do it,” Garahk said. That didn’t deter me.

I looked back at the fire in her hand. “But I learn how to do that?” I asked, pointing at her hand.

Garahk nodded as she smothered the flame in her fist and pointed at me. “That is precisely the matter I wish to discuss with you.” She said. “What you accomplished this morning would have taken a standard wizard a lifetime to learn the spell and a mage months to create. Yet, you cast a pulse of mana without even knowing magic existed, using only an incredible amount of willpower.”

I took in her words for a moment then shrugged sheepishly. “To be fair is was pretty pissed off,” I said defensively. “Whatever I did definitely wouldn’t have happened had I not been that mad.”

Garahk nodded thoughtfully. “In any regard, you accomplish something spectacular and I believe you could benefit greatly from learning more about magic.” She said. “I would be willing to teach you at my Institution if you are willing to learn.” I thought about her words for a moment. “Holy shit. Magic is real. That throws a massive monkey wrench in terms of tech disparity. If magic is possible then that’s another factor to account for when it comes to the elves and orcs. Hell, Amelia must have been right about the elves. They’re not much more advanced than the orcs. Magic explains how that bracelet could zap Amelia. It would definitely be beneficial to learn about the practice. If I learn what she used to heal me, that’ll be a big step in the right direction. No more relying on others for support. The defense would definitely be necessary too if I’m to fight against an army of elves again. I’ll definitely want to make it harder for them to pierce my flesh.”

I finally nodded as I looked up at Garahk. “I'm willing, but I want a priority on defensive and healing techniques. I don’t want to have to rely on other people when I fight.”

Garahk took in what I'd said, stroking her chin thoughtfully. She finally nodded as she used her staff to gesture at the door beside her.  “I shall send over a mage tomorrow. He shall begin your basic lessons then. For now, go in and speak with Dubak. He has news for you.” I gazed through the door, into the Great Hall. The blackness beyond the bright outdoors seemed strangely daunting.”Oh, right. That's why we're here.”

I nodded solemnly towards Garahk. “Thank you,” I said, beginning to move towards the door. “I’ll work hard” Garahk smiled softly as I turned and rushed in before anything else could distract me.

When I walked into the Great Hall I became aware of a dozen pairs of eyes on me. It seemed to grow quiet as I walked through the building towards the thrones. I quickly scanned the room, trying to not let the gazes overwhelm my thoughts. I stopped as I noticed a large pile of weapons sitting in the open area in front of the thrones. A few smaller piles sat around it, only a dozen blades, as opposed to the hundred or so weapons I estimated were in the big pile. I spotted Dubak sitting at one of the tables closest to the thrones, munching on a cooked bird leg. He was facing the pile of weapons, seemingly lost in thought. His crown sat idly next to his plate, exposing his short cut greying hair. I approached slowly, muscles aching with each step. Dubak didn't look up as I stopped beside him. “I got your message,” I said calmly. Dubak turned to me. “I've been told it's important?” Dubak nodded as he set the leg down and picked up his crown.

He placed it on his head and stood up. He towered over me for a moment and I felt a strange sense of unease as he stared at me with his bright eyes. “I underestimated you.” He finally growled. I raised my eyebrows slightly at this admittance. Dubak quickly continued. “I thought you were as cowardly and underhanded as Him. But upon hearing the tales of your heroics along the northern wall, and seeing the warriors that would stand to defend you. .” He gestured at the piles of weapons. “I've come to the conclusion that perhaps my first judgment of you was wrong. According to them, you charged headlong into the fray, armed with nothing but your clothes, a metal stick, and a battle cry.” He began moving around the table towards the open space. I followed, muscles groaning with each movement. “Your actions brought about a turn in the tide of battle that very few can claim to cause. Your actions were so grand that you appear to have convinced the entire Northern District of your strength and heroism.” He stopped in front of the large pile of weapons. “So much so that they agree you are worthy of the highest honor, the title of a Champion of Battle.” He said, gesturing again at the pile. I stared at the large assortment of weapons, looking at the variety within. No two weapons seemed exactly alike. Even the swords had differing curves.

I pointed at the pile curiously. “Each of these weapons is from an orc?” I asked. Dubak nodded. I thought about the mentality I’d been shown so far. I wasn’t entirely convinced of Dubak’s sincerity. “ Am I right in guessing the sheer number of people isn't the reason why you're telling me this,” I said skeptically. “From what Bulak has told me, you could have just as easily overruled their judgment for one reason or another. So what changed your mind?”

Dubak continued to stare, stone-faced, at the pile. “The tale told by Ogrul.” Dubak finally replied. “I believe you acquainted yourself with his older sister, Shel.” I clenched my fist as I heard her name. Her death passed through my mind. Just thinking about it made my eyes well up. “Of course it was.”

I nodded as I bowed my head slightly, averting my gaze from Dubak. “I did,” I said solemnly.

Dubak turned to me. He seemed to notice the condensation on my pupils. Dubak turned to the pile as he continued his reasoning. “There is no shame in weeping. From what I was told, she was a bright soul. Her loss will be mourned.” I swallowed and wiped my eyes. Dubak laid a hand gingerly on my shoulder. I felt the strength of his fingers through my shirt. “There are many more that owe their lives to you, reluctant as they are to admit it. It would be foolish not to honor such deeds.” I cleared my throat as I wiped my face again. Dubak gently patted my shoulder as he continued. “The actions he recounted were ones of great heroism, heroism in the face of unmatchable odds. The bravery you displayed that morn was near indescribable. Your reasons for fighting were also just and in defense of the city. That is why I have decided to honor their judgment. This title is a high honor. Very few are able to claim it. It is highly unorthodox to allow someone such as yourself, let alone an outsider, to be honored with the title. Yet the warriors of Snakhagr do not waiver in their commitment. They have voted for a warrior and when the events of the battle they will be honored with a title of Champion and their subsequent markings.”

I let out a small laugh as I wiped the tears from my face. “Holy shit,” I exclaimed. “I'm honored. I don't even know what to say. . . Is there some sort of ceremony for something like that?”

Dubak immediately began shaking his head, removing his hand from my shoulder. “Unfortunately, I do not foresee the council bestowing such an honor on a non-warrior such as yourself.”

I stared up at him, confused. “I thought you said-” I began.

Dubak lifted a hand and silenced me. “I know what I said,” Dubak interrupted. “but the council would not give the title to someone that is not a declared warrior. There are stringent laws that prevent ne’er-do-wells from perverting the title. Normally they may be ignored, but for an unproven outsider I do not anticipate the council granting you such a luxury.” I took a deep breath as I thought about his words. Dubak began rubbing his temple. “And if a Champion is not chosen once a battle is completely cataloged, then no Champion can be declared.”

I let out an annoyed growl as I realized what he was saying. “So, for all intents and purposes, I've earned the title but because I'm not a ‘declared warrior’ the council won't give it to me?” I asked. Dubak nodded in affirmation. “And once you guys have cataloged the battle, the opportunity for my title disappears?” Dubak nodded again. I let out another sigh as I thought for a minute. “That won’t do at all. If I want the rest of the city to accept me, I'll need that title. From there, I might be able to convince the council to go after Adympia. That’ll be my end goal for the foreseeable future. I'll work on the other tribes when I have the time. . and find the opportunity.” I let out a thoughtful hum as I considered my option. If I needed to play by their rules, then their rules I shall follow. I looked up at Dubak determinedly. “How does someone become a declared warrior?” I asked.

Dubak looked at me skeptically. “There's an annual trial,” Dubak explained. “Just before the harvest, all warriors in training are sent through a rite of passage. Those that emerge victorious are granted the status of a warrior. However, the rite not for months.”

I nodded thoughtfully and began pacing, legs aching with each step. “What does the rite of passage entail?” I asked. “What would they be faced with?”

Dubak stared at me warily. “They are sent through the gauntlet,” Dubak replied. “All of those that complete the task are placed into the arena with a beast of the council's choosing. Those that are left standing when the beast is vanquished become warriors.”

I nodded, mentally constructing the requirements.  “And how long will it take to catalog the battle?” I asked.

Dubak looked at me with an expression of wild disbelief.  “You're not actually. .” Dubak began.

“How long?” I asked firmly.

Dubak stared at me. “I anticipate the scribes to complete the task within a month.” Dubak finally replied. “Your strange stunt has complicated the process of determining the events of the battle, but you cannot actually be considering-”

I pointed deliberately at Dubak. “That's exactly what I'm thinking,” I replied. I now had a goal and a timeline to work with. I would need to fill the unknown data, but for right now it would help me make a plan.

Dubak shook his head insistently. “The techniques and formations require months to learn and the reflexes require an entire year to be honed.” Dubak protested. “What could you possibly hope to accomplish?”

I waved his concern off, staring around at the Great Hall. The first thing I would need was combat training. “I've done more with less.” I countered determinedly. An intrusive thought wandered through my head. “No, you fucking haven't. You've memorized a list of vocabulary for a quiz ten minutes before it. But this can't be learned overnight. It's not overnight, we have a month, and the first step to success is a positive attitude.” I looked up at Dubak. “I can do this. I just need someone to train me.”

Dubak began rubbing his forehead. “You outsiders are insane,” Dubak muttered.

I smiled at the remark and shrugged. “If I acted sane and logical, I wouldn't have an opportunity for that title.” I countered.

Dubak continued to stare at me for a moment, then sighed, rubbing his head thoughtfully. “I suppose that could work.” Dubak finally grumbled. “But the council will not hesitate to end your plan, even if you have earned some respect from them. They shall pick the hardiest creature they possess. And, unless you convince others to aid you, you shall be facing it alone.”

I nodded thoughtfully, amending my combat requirements. “Then I'll just have to be trained by your toughest warrior.” I countered. “Who would you say that is?” I asked.

Dubak paused as he thought for a moment. “I believe Agrob would fit your description. He is the warrior who trained my daughter, Bulak.” Dubak replied. I smiled slightly. “But he has already expressed his utter disdain for outsiders, and I doubt we can convince him to train you.”

I sighed, scratching this ‘Agrob’ off my list. “It's never simple, is it? . . unless. .” “What about Bulak herself?” I asked, looking back to Dubak.

Dubak seemed to consider for a moment. “Perhaps . . . She may be willing. I shall have to discuss the matter with her. If she agrees, I shall send her over tomorrow to begin your training. If not, then I shall have to consider another option.”

I nodded thoughtfully, realizing I had magical powers to consider. “I'll likely have one of Garahk’s mages over for lessons. If I can manage it right, I might have learned a spell or two by next month.”

Dubak raised his eyebrow at that. “So, you took Garahk up on her offer. It will not be easy to learn magic and have someone train you in the art of combat.”

I nodded. “I don't want to take the easy route,” I replied. “I don't want anyone to go through what Shel had to go through. . . . . She died because I wasn’t strong enough.”

Dubak nodded solemnly. “You swore yourself to a noble cause.” He remarked. “Though I doubt you shall have your revenge on Adympia. Gashur still does not stand a chance if we were to enter a war. We would surely fall, no matter how much magic you learn.”

I waved him off again. “I'll cross that bridge when I get there,” I replied thoughtfully. I glanced at my watch, 5:03. “But for now, I need to get back and plan things out more thoroughly.” I started to walk back towards the door.

I suddenly heard Dubak’s voice call out behind me. “Just a moment.” I paused in mid-step. I turned to see Dubak walking around the pile of weapons and reached within. He gave a sharp tug and pulled my crowbar out of the pile, causing the weapons to clatter slightly. The crowbar was still stained with blood. Dubak walked over to me with it in his hands. “I believe this is yours.” He said, holding out the crowbar.

I took it gingerly and gave it a few mock swings. “Thanks,” I said. I suddenly realized something as I stared at the blood-stained metal. “What was it doing in there?” I asked, turning to the pile.

Dubak gestured at the pile as he explained. “Brugo placed it there.” He replied. “He was the one to nominate you, driving your weapon into the floor of the Great Hall and the first to cast his blade in your favor.”

I smiled as I looked down at the makeshift weapon. “Note to self: find and thank Brugo.” “Thank you again,” I said, turning back to Dubak. “I won't let you down.” I started walking towards the door again. “How do they deal with their dead?” The thought flashed briefly through my mind and caused me to stop. I slowly turned back to Dubak. He gave me a confused expression. “Will. .Will there be a funeral for the ones killed?” I asked slowly. Dubak’s face grew solemn as he took in my question.

He nodded affirmatively. “There shall be a ceremony in one week,” Dubak replied. “Those killed in battle will be honored with a warrior's funeral. It is only right considering the circumstances of their demise.” I nodded, thinking back to Shel. She at least deserved that. I looked up as I saw Dubak gesturing in my direction. “I shall send over the details once they are decided.” He said dismissively.

I smiled softly. “Thank you again. . for everything,” I said, slowly stepping towards the door. Dubak smiled slightly and nodded. I turned towards the door and quickly walked out, heading back to the barn as quickly as my sore muscles would allow.
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With most of my injuries fixed, it took ten minutes to stroll back down to the barn. I slowly smiled as I swung the crowbar aimlessly around my torso, letting the muscles stretch out and enjoy a sense of recovery. “Wait until Amelia hears about magic being real. We don’t exactly have proof of that. Isn’t the fact that our wounds are gone proof enough? You also forgot to ask Dubak about the Amulets.” I stopped in my tracks, twenty feet from the front door. I cursed under my breath as I realized my mistake. “At least we don’t have to wait for the wounds to heal, that would’ve taken at least a month. Yeah, but now we’ve got to try and explain the whole situation to her, title and reckless idea included.” I sighed and stretched as I walked the last few feet towards the door. “No point in putting it off.” I pulled the door open and put on the biggest grin possible. “Honey, I’m home,” I said cheerfully. I saw a swirl of auburn hair as Amelia whipped her head around to look at the door.

Her eyes went wide when she saw me waving the crowbar at her, gripping it with my once broken hand. “What the Hell have you done?” She shouted at me. I continued to grin as Amelia jumped up and rushed over, avoiding what was left of her scattered operation. “Don't tell me you've taken medicine from the orcs.” She said as she tried to take the crowbar from my hand.

I raised it up and out of her reach. “I haven't,” I replied. “But I've made a phenomenal discovery.” I used my free hand to lift the side of my shirt up. She looked down at the bare stretch of skin, devoid of any cut or scar. Her eyes widened as she brought her hand up to feel where the wound once was. I tensed as her cold hand pressed into my torso.

She rubbed the spot, searching for any indication of the wound. “H-How?” She asked, looking up. “I stitched it up this morning. There’s no way anything the orcs have would’ve fixed it.” I smiled as I lowered the crowbar and allowed her to examine my hand.

She pushed hard along the skin, trying to find a break, as I told my story. “Garahk was waiting for me when I got to the Great Hall. She wanted to talk to me about what I did this morning. When she saw that I was still sporting some of the injuries she convinced me to let her treat them.” Amelia looked up at me with a stunned expression. “I know, dangerous and irresponsible. At first, I thought it was some nerve point thing, but when I found out it was legit I asked her to fix the rest of me.”

Amelia began gesturing. “Could you to the point of the story?” She asked.

I nodded. “Right. Anyway, magic is real and they’re going to teach it to me,” I said with glee.

Amelia’s eyes went wide, and her mouth fell open. “Magic?” She asked. I nodded. “That’s how she fixed you? Like, summon lightning magic, magic missiles magic?” I nodded again. Amelia stared at me for a minute. “Are you just on some weird herb that makes your skin seal shut?” She asked.

I laughed at the notion. “No,” I replied, still laughing slightly. “Look, I know it’s farfetched and I know you don’t believe me. But just trust me this one time.”

Amelia pinched the bridge of her nose. “It seems like I'm trusting you on a lot of things here.” She said, annoyed. “I trusted you when you snuck away to the Great Hall. I trusted you when you ran headlong into a battle. I trusted you to not do something stupid when you left this afternoon yet here you are, wounds magically healed with a poor explanation on how it happened.”

I shrugged as I moved to put the crowbar back in the bucket of tools. “To be fair, I improved the situation in all three cases.” I countered. “Yes, some of them could have gone better, but it's still an improvement on what would've happened had I not been there.” I arrived at the table and put the crowbar back where I found it. “But that’s not the end of my news,” I said turning back to Amelia.

She crossed her arms, an expression of exasperation crossing her face. “Please tell me it’s good news.” She said. “I don’t want to have another heart attack worrying about your safety.”

I grinned. “I’ll give the whole thing, in order, if you promise to not interject,” I said.

Amelia stared at me then reluctantly nodded. “As long as you’re not planning on doing anything stupid.” She said, slightly aggravated.

I nodded and clapped my hands together. “Depends on your definition of stupid. Alright, here goes.” I started, speaking quickly. “The orcs I helped this morning want to give me a title, but the council doesn’t want to give it to someone who isn’t a ‘declared warrior’. The way someone becomes a declared warrior is going through a rite of passage. Unfortunately, the next scheduled passage isn’t for a few months and I lose the title if I’m not a warrior by the time the battle is cataloged. The battle is going to take a month to catalog, what with a particular event I caused that turned the tides of the battle. In that time, I’m going to be trained by Bulak to prepare myself for a preemptive rite of passage, achieve a state of ‘declared warrior, and earn the title.” I finished. Amelia cycled through a range of emotions as I talked.

She settled on dumbfounded when I finished. “Are you insane?” She hissed at me. “Things like that take months if not years to prepare for, and you’re going to do it in a single month?”

I waved her and my own doubts about the idea off. “I’ll be fine, I’m going to be trained by Bulak.” I retorted. “With that, plus the martial arts lessons, I should be ready with whatever they throw at me.”

Amelia let her head fall into her hand. “Did you at least find out more about the amulets?” Amelia asked.

I pursed my lips guiltily. “I honestly forgot, what with the whole magic being real and all,” I replied, scratching my head. “But given the context, I’d say they’re some sort of place holder. Because of what I did I can go to them for a favor. Once they’ve done the favor, the debt is paid.”

Amelia sighed. “Anyone can figure that out.” She said, annoyed. She paused, seeming in thought. “You’re all better?” She finally asked. “There’s nothing majorly wrong with you?”

I nodded as I flexed my fist. “Fit as a fiddle,” I replied. “Outside of a few sore muscles she couldn’t fix.”

Amelia nodded sternly. “Good.” She suddenly brought her fist back and punched my stomach. I tensed up as she hit. I let out a pained cough and clutched my side as she nailed a soft spot in my torso. “That was for making me worry about you.” She said angrily. I let out another cough as I lifted my shirt to see if she had bruised my torso. No such mark was left where she had hit me. I looked up as I heard Amelia let out a groan. She was gripping her wrist in pain, rolling it to try and mitigate the damage.

I let out a sigh and reluctantly nodded. “I deserved that, but you could do with some self-defense lessons yourself. That was a rookie punch, you didn’t lock your wrist correctly. Punching doesn’t usually hurt like that.” Amelia continued to rub her wrist. I thought about my upcoming training. “You could probably learn a bit from Bulak. It’ll be hard learning about magic when she and I inevitably spar. You can learn with Bulak while Garahk’s mage teaches me about magic.”

Amelia seemed to consider what I said for a moment then reluctantly nodded. “I suppose you have improved the situations we were in.” She began to pace. “If magic is real then that means other people can use it against us. It’ll be a good idea to find out more about magic in case we need to defend against it.”

I nodded and gestured at her. “Excellent point. You might want to learn a bit about magic as well then. If we know more about what’s possible with magic we could create ways to defend against it.” Amelia stopped pacing as I glanced at my watch. “But for right now I’m dead tired. What’s say I help you clean the rest of this up, plan a bit for tomorrow’s lessons, and then we hit the hay?” Amelia nodded and began moving again. I followed her as we finished cleaning the barn.



I entered my kitchen, bright-eyed and bushy tail. My wife was standing behind the stove, preparing a plate of eggs for me. Two of my children were sitting at the dining room table, eating their cereal and discussing what they were going to do at preschool today. I quietly crept up behind my wife and wrapped my arm around her. I kissed her on the cheek and she smiled. “What did I do to deserve you?” I asked her. Her dark red hair felt soft and comforting on my head. She turned to me. She radiated beauty. Her deep brown eyes shined with joy.

She beamed at me as she returned my affection by pecking my cheek. “You know I can’t get distracted right now, Dexter.” She said in her adorably powerful voice. She suddenly handed me one of her signature bread rolls.

I took a bite. The pastry tasted like sweet buttery heaven. “Nothing can beat your cooking, Brooke,” I said, taking another bite.

Brooke smiled as she put my pancakes on a plate and handed it to me. I began moving to the table as she asked a question, her voice echoing loudly. “Is Shel awake.” I stopped in my tracks as the name echoed off the walls. My heart began racing. I was no longer in my dining room. I was in an alleyway, kneeling, with a dead child in my arms. Death and carnage surrounded me, and tears streamed down my face. My voice burned with hatred as I screamed for revenge. I saw blood and guts, soldiers dead in the streets by my hand. I saw a dark figure looming over the horizon, aiming a cannon towards the city. I blinked, and I was suddenly sitting at the table, my wife to my right and my children to my left. I looked down at the plate of scrambled eggs, spoon in hand.

I turned to my wife, hesitant of what I was about to ask. “What did you say, dear?” I stammered, unsure if I’d heard her right.

She smiled as she looked at me with her blue eyes. Her auburn hair swayed as she turned to me. “I asked you if Sheila was awake.” She replied.

I smiled as a wave of relief washed over me. I quickly shook my head. “I don’t think so, I’ll go check.” I stood and moved to the hallway, my footsteps echoing slightly in my home. I hesitated as I came upon the hallway. I stood at the end of it, gazing at the doors on either side. I could see various bedroom doors, a bathroom door and a door that I didn’t quite remember a dark, charred, almost demonic thing. I looked down the hallway as the door seemed to give off a menacing aura. I approached the door cautiously. I felt compelled to get closer to the strange thing. A single eye stared at me from the center, twitching as it fixated itself on me. It gave me an uneasy feeling as I approached as if it didn’t belong. I averted my path from the door just before I reached it and opened one of the bedroom doors, expecting to see Sheila still in bed, still tired from a playdate yesterday. Instead, I found the bathroom, pristine, clean, and innocent. I shook my head as I realized my mistake.”Right, I’m in the wrong room.” I closed the door, turning again to the demonic door. My gaze was drawn to its charred wood. I slowly reached out a hand to where I thought the door handle would be. Instead, there was just a pitted surface. I stared determinately at the spot, inexplicably drawn to what was beyond the door. “Come on, open up, I know you can hear me.” I thought as I let the hand float there. A slow cracking gradually filled the hall. A handle slowly materialized from the door, twisting and turning out of the splintering wood. It formed a jagged and grotesque handle just within my fingers. I waited patiently as the handle grew from the wood. When it solidified I grabbed it and pulled. The door moved slightly but didn’t open. I felt a wave of annoyance as I berated myself. “You’re an idiot, this is a push door.” I pushed this time, hard. The door let out a sharp crack then slowly creaked open. The doorframe revealed a dark and smokey interior and I wasted no time in stepping headfirst into the strange mist.

I was suddenly storming through the temple, parchment in hand, trying to find the damned mage that created the spell. I walked past statues and altars in my likeness, past dark featureless figures and braziers. “Where Is He?” I roared angrily. “I’ll Have His Head For His Incompetence.” I looked around at the figures. One of them slowly stepped forward. I quickly closed the gap and grabbed the scruff of his collar. “You Told Me This Spell Would Stop Any Soldier. This Was Supposed To Divide Him And Stop His Charge.” I gestured out the temple door. “Is That What Happened At Snakhagr? Did The Outsider Stop His Charge?” The figure began stammering a response. I threw him to the ground, silencing his excuses. “NO, IT DID NOT! SO, YOU TELL ME WHY YOU CLAIMED SUCH HIGH ASPIRATIONS FOR THIS SPELL WHEN IT COULDN’T STOP ONE OUTSIDER!”

The figure gestured pleadingly. “P-Please sir, that’s now how the spell was designed.” He stammered. “I-It’s draws from the lunar cycle. I-It was not the right time to use it. W-When the full moon rises, he won’t have the energy to fight himself, let alone anyone else.”

I threw the parchment at him. “USELESS SARDING SPELL.” “The Full Moon Is Not For Another Month! I Didn’t Want To Stop Him A Month From Now.” I roared at him. The figure cowered before my might. “I Wanted Him Stopped Then And There When He First Began Killing Elves. Your Spell Is Useless In A War. I Have No Use For Such A Conditional Spell! Now They Have Vulen And The Cannons, And Almar Will Expect An Explanation From Me!” I leaned in close. Stared directly into the figure’s eyes. “And When He Asks Me What Happened I’ll Make Sure It’s Your Head He’s Calling For.” I straightened and quickly stormed back out the temple, fuming at his incompetence. “Mental Divide my ass,” I muttered as I walked through the door.

I blinked, and I was suddenly back in the hallway, facing Sheila’s door. I turned to where the demonic door had stood. Instead, I saw a bare stretch of wall. “What was I doing here? Oh, right, Sheila.” I turned back and began to reach my hand out for the door. Suddenly a squeal echoed from down the hallway and put me on alert. “Brooke?” I called out. I began moving back down the hallway, towards the kitchen. The hallway stretched as I continued to run. I called out again. “Brooke!” I heard the cry again. I was making no progress and getting frantic. Brooke cried out one last time, voice echoing through the halls.

“Dexter!” I jolted awake as Amelia shook the hammock again. I panted in surprised as I turned to her. “Garahk’s mage is here.” She said as I regained my senses.

I blinked the bleariness away as the dream slipped from my mind. I shook myself slightly as I focused on what she had said. “Alright, I’m up,” I said, dropping down from the suspended cloth. I stretched as my muscles groaned, the soreness from yesterday still present. “Let’s do this.” I followed Amelia to descend the ladder, donning my glasses as I did. When I got to the bottom I turned to the orc in the center of the barn. He was examining my car with an air of intrigue. He carried a satchel that seemed extremely weighted. He looked up as I approached. He was slightly taller than Amelia and wore a fluffy blue shawl. His deep brown eyes stared at me with cold intrigue. His face had the same British features as the other orcs, but slightly thinner than them. I looked at the fluffy shawl wrapped around him.”Guess the mages have a theme going on there.” I gave him a reassuring smile as I stepped closer. “Hi. My name is Dexter.” I said, holding out my hand.

The orc looked at it, then up at me. “I am aware of who you are.” He snarked. “The whole city knows who you are now.” He moved over to an empty table and set his bag on it. He began rummaging through it. “And until you have demonstrated an adequate aptitude for the mystic arts I will not honor you with my name.” He pulled out a clear orb and set it in the center of the table. “For now, you can just refer to me as sir or master.” I gritted my teeth in annoyance at his demand. “ego alert” I stilled my urge to retort as he turned to me. “Garahk assumed that you are the one that created that mana pulse, the pulse that turned the elves throughout the city into sniveling cowards.” He took a step closer, staring up at me challengingly. “You want to know what I think?” He asked. I bit my tongue as I fought the urge to retort.”Can’t be good if we’re still going on like this.” The orc wagged a finger in my face. “I think you were merely in the right place at the right time for all of those orcs to think it was from you.” I felt my eye twitch at the notion. “There was literally no one around that could’ve done that. Garahk said that herself.” He moved back to the table and motion for me to stand on the opposite side. I reluctantly followed his instructions. “First we shall gauge if you even have any magical ability.” He gestured at the orb. “Try and light the orb.”

I looked at the orb as I took in his words. “How should I go about that?” I asked. “Is there a gesture I have to use? Words I have to say?”

The orc shook his head. “Direct the abient mana at it and it shall illuminate.” He replied. I let out a sigh as I looked at the orb. “Sounds simple enough. . . How do we direct mana? . Did we just use a plural to refer to ourselves? . Yes? . I don’t know. It feels natural. . Hey, back to the issue.” I refocused on the orb. I brought my hand to the top of the orb and focused. “Come on baby daddy needs another orc’s respect.” I concentrated and squeezed my fingers as I tried to force mana, whatever that was, into the orb. I flexed my hand as I imagined my fingers moving mana into the orb. I stood there as I waited for the orb to shine. It remained inert as I continued to focus. The orc smirked as he watched me struggle. “I knew it.” He grumbled.

I looked up at him, angered. “Your instructions weren't very clear.” I retorted. “Not even a cursory explanation of what mana is. Is it something inside me? Is it something around us?”

The orc gritted his teeth as I spoke. “You are meaning to tell me that you do not even know what mana is?” He asked. “And you're the one they claim to have caused the pulse?”

I put my head in my free hand. “It wasn't exactly under ordinary circumstances.” I countered angrily. “I just watched someone die, and I was on a murderous rampage trying to expel the offenders from the city.” I turned to Amelia. “Could you glean anything about how to work mana from his instructions?”

Amelia seemed to consider for a minute, then stepped forward. “I actually gave some thought to the idea last night. I’m not entirely certain of the method, but if my theory is correct. .” She held her hand out, palm facing the orb. “then. .” She closed her eyes, breathing slowly. We stood there for a moment, waiting for her to say something more. The orb suddenly glowed softly. I jumped back in surprise as I realized the implications. The orc grinned. Amelia opened her eyes when she heard the movement. Her eyes went wide as she saw the softly glowing orb. It gradually rose to the intensity of a light bulb. She finally let out a breath and the light died.

The orc gestured enthusiastically at Amelia. “Finally. One with real magical talent.” He turned to Amelia. “I shall begin the lessons immediately.” He reached out for the orb.

I quickly slapped my hand onto the orb, pinning it there. “Hold it. You barely gave me a chance.”

The orc shook his head. “That is no longer necessary. I have found the person that has created the pulse.” The orc retorted firmly. He grabbed the side of the orb, trying to pull it out from under my grip. I pressed down harder in response. “And once everyone discovers you have taken credit for another’s deeds, this entire Champion of Battle nonsense will be no more.” “Oh FUCK No”

I tightened my grip on the orb. “Just because Amelia was able to light the orb doesn’t mean she’s the only one with magic.” I countered. “We’ve been at this for two minutes, just give me a bit more time.”

The orc scowled at me. “Why should I?” He asked. “It is obvious you have no idea how magic works. You do not even understand what mana is.” He tried to wrench the orb again.

I gritted my teeth in frustration. I was really starting to get pissed. “Then Tell Me.” I practically shouted. “I’m not going to get better if you refuse to teach me the basics of magic.” The orc growled in response, still trying to pull the orb out from under me. “Not getting anything out of him.” I turned to Amelia. “What was your theory?” I asked.

Amelia took a step back as she was suddenly brought into the situation. “Umm.” She began. “It’s pretty extensive and will take a while to explain.” “Don’t have time. He’s pulling really hard, and w-I can’t hold out much longer.”

I gestured insistently. “Then give me the cliff notes. What did you focus on to move the mana?” I said.

Amelia paused as she considered for a moment. “It’s not about how strong you are. You can’t physically pull the mana.” She finally said. “It’s a mental thing. The mana moves from mental directions. Enter a meditative state then imagine pushing into the orb and it should work.” I thought about her words. “We’re a dumbass. AGAIN? Not now, focus.” I closed my eyes as I took in a breath. I’ve had to meditate before. This time, I’d be using it to affect the outer world. I let out a slow breath as I felt myself relax. The yanking suddenly stopped. “Good, that gives me a chance. I really hope this works.” I let my mind clear. An unfamiliar chill ran down my spine as I felt . . . something around me. After a few minutes, I opened my eyes and stared at the orb. It was far from a complete state, but I had to be fast to avoid the orc’s impatience.”Let’s hope I half-assed it enough to do something.” I started projecting my thoughts outward, affecting the world around me. I imagined a sort of projection of myself, pushing into the orb. The chill ran down my spine again as I focused. At first, the orb remained inert, then slowly flickered to life. I continued to push as the orc slowly let go of the orb. It continued to flicker as I concentrated, never settling on one intensity but steadily rising. After a few minutes, the flickering stopped growing brighter, bouncing up to Amelia’s intensity then back down.

I glanced up and saw the orc gritting his teeth. “You were saying?” I asked a little angrily. I let go of the orb and let it fade.

The orc continued to stare at the inactive orb, then sighed defeatedly. “Very well.” He grumbled. He reached into his bag and pulled out a book. “But know that that is the extent of how easy it will be.” He opened the book and started searching through the pages. “Spells are not a simple means of moving mana.” He suddenly stopped at a page. “If your talents are comparable to a mere wizard, even the simplest spells will days if not weeks to learn and even more to reliably cast it.” He suddenly pushed the book towards me. “We shall start with the most basic. From there, I can gauge how powerful your magical abilities are.” I looked down at the page. It was an entry on a spell called Illuminate. There was a small table that described different intensities based on how much ‘mana’ was used; one mana for candlelight, two for torchlight, three for brazier light. It described several methods of casting including; gestures, both single and double-handed, a series of nonsensical words, and a symbol within a circle. I stared at the page as Amelia walked over and leaned to look at it.

I glanced at her. “Congratulations on the magic,” I whispered as I ran my finger down the page.

Amelia shifted her feet as she read. “I didn't expect it to do anything, I was just trying to solidify my hypothesis.” She whispered back. “I didn't mean to jeopardize your title.”

I waved my hand. “That's not your fault,” I said. I glanced up at the orc. He was pulling another book out of his bag. “It's his.”

The orc turned to us as he flipped through the pages.  “I've been told you wish to learn the defensive and healing spells.” The orc suddenly said, stopping on a page. I nodded as he set the book down. “Unfortunately, our archive of defensive combat spells is incomplete. We have nothing beyond physical barriers and select enchantments.” He ran his finger down the page. “And our healing spells are not much better. We are still uninformed on many processes of the body. Without them, our ability to repair flaws are limited.”

I waved him off. “For right now I just want to learn the spells that’ll allow me to fix any immediate and life-threatening injuries,” I said. He looked up at me. “I might have a textbook that gives some insight into certain conditions, but I don't have time to help you make new ones. If that's at all possible.”

The orc looked back down at his book. “It is possible.” He admitted. “Though mages oft modify old spells instead of creating entirely new incantations.” He pointed at the book in front of me. “Though I suggest you get familiar with how to cast spells before you try and make any.” I looked down at the book and continued to read. It wasn’t helpful in how spells worked in general, how the gestures and words connected to what they did in the world. It only described how the mana could be structured to produce light. Admittedly it sounded like a basic tenant that spells would describe how the mana interacted with the effect, but it still didn’t help much in actually casting the spell. “If mages know how to create spells then there must be a method. . crossing the bridge.”

Amelia and I read from the entry for what felt like an hour. Amelia and I slowly studied the gestures, incantations, and symbols as we tried to make sense of their casting. I tried to get the orc to explain the process to us, but he just waved my questions off and told me to read the incantation. I slowly grew more annoyed at his dismissals as time went on. I stifled my emotions for the moment and submitted to just memorizing the incantation and gestures as I kept the symbol in my head. If one of them was meant to create the effect, then doing all of them gave me a greater chance of doing it correctly. I would probably have to enter my meditative state to do it too. “That’s fine. We can just think of it like Tai Chi. Just find the zen and go through the motions.” Suddenly, Amelia stepped back and began mimicking the single-handed gestures, muttering the nonsensical words as she did. I watched as she reached the end within a few moments and a small ball of light appeared in her palm. My eyes went wide and I smirked as I let out a low whistle.

Amelia let out a small gasp as she saw the light. “This is so freaky.” She said as she moved her hand around. The light followed her palm.

The orc glanced up and nodded.  “You learn quickly.” He remarked. “You may have the makings of a great mage.” The orc then looked at me. “But I have yet to see your potential.” He looked back down at the book. “Cannot even maintain concentration for a test.” He muttered. I stifled my annoyance and ignored his remark as I looked down at the book. I felt I reviewed the method one more time then stepped back and tried to cast the spell. I began mimicking the gesture illustrated, trying my best to pronounce the words. I felt myself stumbling over the pronunciation in some places.

I was halfway through when a knock came from the door, disrupting my attempt. I thought for a moment who would be knocking then quickly strode over to the door. “That must be Bulak.”

I pulled open the door as the other orc spoke. “Why would she be here?” He growled angrily.

Bulak evidently heard him as she looked past me and towards the orc. “Because, while magic has a tactical advantage, it cannot get Dexter through the rite of passage.” She said a little angrily.

I turned back towards the orc, admittedly a little smugly. He had a confused look on his face. “Why would he need to. .” He began. He suddenly stopped and seemed to heavily consider something. He suddenly smiled and burst out laughing. I felt my brow furrow slightly at his amusement. “That is right. Ha Ha. The title cannot be bestowed upon a non-warrior. Ha Ha Ha. And here I was worried that he somehow tricked an entire district into nominating him. Ha Ha.” I let out a soft growl as I stared at the orc.”Okay, this guy is a really big douche.”

I turned to Bulak and waved her in as I spoke. “That’s why I’m going to go through the rite and become a declared warrior.” Bulak nodded and carried a sack into the barn. It clattered as she set it down.

The other orc looked at me, dumbfounded. “You expect the council to approve such a thing?” He asked.

Bulak began pulling weapons out of the sack, placing them on an empty table. “My father will be able to convince them to provide Dexter some leniency. Considering he was able to hold his own against elves, I anticipate it would be imperative to discover just how well he can serve the Tribe in combat.” I nodded as I looked at the array of weapons. They looked identical to their normal weapons, but the blades were noticeably flat and dull. At best they’d probably bruise someone, at worst they’d break a bone. Bulak turned to me as she finished emptying her sack. “We shall begin training right away. It is imperative that I determine your combat skills.” I nodded as I looked down at the table of practice weapons, trying to decide which on to practice with first.

The other orc immediately jumped up to interject. “We are in the middle of a lesson. Can that not wait?”

I gritted my teeth as I turned to him, glaring angrily. “You call that a lesson?” I spat. “You barely explained what mana is and how I was supposed to manipulate it. And you gave me three minutes to prove that I could actually do magic. Amelia was a better help than you. And she didn't even know magic.” I picked up one of the weapons, a blunted sword about as long as my torso, and pointed it at him. “So, if you don't mind, master, I'm going to go with Bulak so that I can actually learn something that I can't read in a book.” Before the orc could say anything, I tossed the weapon onto the table and turned to Bulak. “Let’s go. We can train outside.”

Bulak raised her eyebrow at me, then shrugged. “If you insist. Help carry the table outside. We shall need the weapons to practice.” I nodded and moved to help Bulak lift the table, weapons and all, outside. My muscles groaned in protest as Bulak effortlessly lifted her end.

Suddenly, the other orc was by my side as Bulak pulled the door open with her heel. “Surely you do not find this more stimulating than learning magic.” He asked me.

I continued to carry the table outside as I replied angrily. “Given how you treated me, I think it’s better for me to go outside and cool down. I don’t want to interrupt your precious reading time, sir.” We set the table next to the open door, against the wall. “And I think I’ll wait for you to stop acting like a child and actually teach.” I quickly closed the door in his face before he could retort. I stood there and panted for a minute. My annoyance at him seemed to simmer in my stomach. I let out a slow sigh as I turned to Bulak.

She was staring at me with a concerned expression. “Do you require a moment to collect yourself.

I let out another sigh as I shook my head. “No point in wasting time,” I said, moving to pick up a weapon. I gripped the sword again and hefted up an accompanying shield.

Bulak nodded and picked up her own weapon, a blunted battleaxe “Then let us begin.” She said, taking a few steps away from the table. I followed her as she began her lessons on combat.



We spent the next four hours outside. She went over the basics of combat; the proper stance for various weapons, where to grip them, and how to grip them. I tried to take in as much as possible. After about an hour she decided to try sparing, said she wanted to see what I could handle. I got a metal practice sword and a wooden shield. Bulak picked up her battleaxe again. The sword was a bit heavier than my crowbar, but it seemed to be balanced well enough to swing easily. At first, it went okay. I could use the shield to block some of the swings she threw at me, the rest I either dodged or parried with the practice sword. It went downhill when I tried to retaliate. I parried her sword and instinctively swung my mock blade towards her exposed side. Before I even knew what happened she brought the handle of her battleaxe slamming into the blade, throwing my arm to the side and leaving me wide open. Half a second later the but of her handle met my torso and I fell on my ass. I let out a huff of air as my head hit the ground and the wind got knocked out of me. “Fuck that hurt.” I laid there as I desperately tried to breathe. I suddenly felt pressure on my stomach and I drew in a deep breath. I looked up at Bulak. She was standing over me, her axe pressed into a spot on my abdomen. “Thanks.” I croaked out, slowly sitting up.

Bulak took a step back and offered her hand. “As you outsiders say, do not mention it.” I took it and she helped me to my feet. “You faired better than I expected.” She said. “Though you do seem to lack a few automatic reactions.”

I rubbed my chest as I slowly caught my breath. “I didn’t have that problem yesterday,” I replied. “From what I remember, I just tore through their armor and dodge their strikes. It was like I had a sixth sense or something.”

Bulak nodded as she let her axe rest on her shoulder. “From what I heard, it sounds as if you experienced beginner's luck or some magical instincts.” I looked at her with a sense of confusion. Bulak shrugged at my confusion. “If you were able to create that pulse of magic it is not unreasonable that you were able to bend the mana to allow you a glimpse into the future.” I thought about her words for a minute. “That would be very helpful in a battle. Seeing even one second into the future would mean knowing exactly where to be and how to react. . . Definitely put that on a to-do list.” Bulak suddenly interrupted my train of thought. “You should not be too hard on Brokil.” I looked at her. “He was hit hard when the elves first came. He lost his old teacher. After his farm was torched he was all he had. He practically raised him.” I gave her another confused look. Bulak quickly elaborated. “Brokil is the one teaching you magic. It is odd that he did not reveal his name to you.

I let out an annoyed sigh. “Another parental figure. And I’ve got to handle the fallout. At least his doesn’t affect the whole city. . Might be good practice.” “Maybe.” I finally said. “But he could at least give me some leniency. I’m basically operating blind right now. He gave me vague instructions and put me on an impossible timescale to learn. Worst of all he threatened my title.”

Bulak nodded as she brought her axe down and let the but of the handle rest in the dirt. “I believe that was how Zugorim taught him,” Bulak replied. “He might merely believe his method could work on you.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose.”That’s not how teaching works though. Not everyone learns the same way or at the same pace. If I read the books I might be able to teach myself, but since I haven’t read them yet I’m relying on his instructions to guide me on how magic works. Not to mention I still don’t quite understand the basics of magic.”

Bulak nodded in agreement. “He will learn the error of this method in time. He simply needs to learn first hand.”

I thought about her words for a minute then reluctantly nodded. I smiled as an absurd notion crossed my mind. “If only the gauntlet had something for that,” I said jokingly. “Maybe someone critiques everything about a person when they go in. You could even have them do it during their run. The only way to stop the taunts is to shoot back with some of your own. ‘You’re a disgrace. My mother would find your display disgraceful’ ‘That’s not what she said last night.’” Bulak laughed at my hypothetical gauntlet. I let out amused laughs of my own as I thought about the absurdity of the situation. For once I saw Bulak smile. My heart quicken as I realized she looked good like that, her eyes beaming with joy. She slowly stopped laughing as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

She seemed to notice my stares and quickly composed herself before getting into a ready stance, blade of her weapon directed at me. “Back to training.” She said firmly, a smile still creeping at the corner of her mouth. I smirked as I took my own stance, shield in front and sword drawn back behind me. We stared at each other for a moment then burst into action as we continued sparring.



By the time we were done, I got knocked down seven more times. I got a few lucky shots in, but Bulak never fell. I was even sorer when we finally decided to go back inside, both from the strain on my muscles and the bruises I collected that day. I didn’t expect the scene that was in the barn. When I opened the door I immediately noticed about half a dozen floating orbs. They gave off a faint glow as they floated around the barn. I turned my gaze towards where Amelia and Brokil were standing. Amelia seemed to be concentrating on something. Suddenly one of the books lifted off the table and floated towards Amelia. “Holy Shit,” I exclaimed.

Amelia turned to me, startled. The book fell to the floor and one of the lights flickered and went out.  “Don't scare me like that.” She said.

I slowly walked towards them, tapping one of the orbs gently. My finger met a soft and fleshy resistance as the orb gently floated away. “Sorry about that,” I replied. “But I thought I'd let you know me and Bulak are finished outside. If you want to learn some self-defense, now's the time.”

Amelia let out a sigh and the orbs disappeared. Bulak turned to me. “I wasn't informed of this plan.” She said.

I raised my eyebrows as I realized my mistake.  “Shit, sorry. I hope you don't mind. We weren't planning on more than basic hand to hand combat. Like it or not, I can’t spend all my time protecting her. She might need to defend herself at some point.” Bulak seemed to consider for a moment. I quickly continued. “Given everything I've seen in this world, I think it’s kind of important to be able to defend yourself. I don't want Amelia to find herself in a situation she can't get out of.”

Bulak thought about the scenario for another minute then nodded. “I believe I can spare some time.” She finally replied. “Though I think she shall be well defended if she is able to hold so many spells at once.” I nodded as I looked back towards Amelia.

She started walking over as she gestured at Bulak. “Better safe than sorry,” Amelia said as she strolled over. “I don't want to find out there's a method to nullify magic the hard way.”

Brokil suddenly walked over. “There is indeed an enchantment to prevent spells from being cast, but that method belongs to the elves. The Institute does not possess such knowledge.” I thought about the idea for a minute. Of course, such a thing could be possible. If mana is abient, then it’s likely that there would be a way to spot mages from casting.  

I gestured towards Brokil as I shrugged. “If I learn a bit I might be able to offer a hypothesis, but for right now you might as well ask me about quantum physics.” Brokil And Bulak turned to me in confusion. I gestured as I explained further. “It means I have no idea how it works.” I suddenly waved at Amelia and Bulak. “Either way, I'm physically tired, and at least partially mentally energized. You can teach Amelia some self-defense, while I stay in here with Brokil to learn some magic.” Bulak nodded and waved Amelia over to the door. She followed, waving goodbye as she closed the door. I turned to Brokil. His lips seemed to be pursed slightly as he stared at me. He didn’t seem too upset that I knew his name, but he didn’t seem pleased with it either. I repeated my knowledge on his name as I walked over to the table Brokil and Amelia were at. “All right, Brokil, let's get started.”



I spent the next three hours learning Illuminate. I don’t know what happened while I was outside, but he engaged a lot more than before. He was more willing to answer my questions and clarify aspects of spell casting. “Where does the spell get the energy?” I asked.

Brokil gestured about as he responded. “The mana in the air provides energy.”

I looked at him skeptically. “So, spells are cast by manipulating the mana around us?”

“Partially, the ambient mana provides most of the energy, but the caster must provide a portion of their own mana to cast and maintain the spell. Casting spells will drain from their mana pool.”

“So, if a caster doesn’t have the mana to use a spell they’re unable to?”

“In part, they could delve into their other energy reserves such as stamina or vitality. And if the mage is skilled enough they don’t have to provide mana for less powerful spells.”

“So that’s what Garahk was talking about when she said I delved into deeper reserves?”

Brokil nodded. “If you were the one that created the pulse you’d likely feel nauseous and tired shortly after creating it. I do not anticipate such a spell being used without a great deal of mana in return.”

I nodded. “That sounds about right. So, I have three pools I could draw from?”

Brokil raised a finger. “Not necessarily, you really do not want to actively draw from your vitality pool and one tends to pass out when they deplete their stamina pool. Most orc mages use up their mana pool then a few points in their stamina pool to retreat from the conflict if necessary. They could physically run the two or three miles they’d get with the stamina, but that tends to take more stamina and be the upper limit of orc running distances.”

I looked at him, confused. “That doesn’t sound very far. Do all orcs tire that fast?”

It was Brokil’s turn to look confused. “That is the farthest an orc has run without needing rest.” He replied confidently. “What is the farthest an outsider has run without resting?” I cast my mind about as I tried to come up with an answer. “How long is a marathon? The orcs would be booking it, not going at the mild pace of a marathon.”

I finally shrugged as I turned to Brokil again. “Given ample time many humans are able to easily run twenty miles. If they were given adequate motivation they could try to outrun someone for between five to seven miles After that damage to the knees increases and rest is usually required.”

Brokil raised his eyebrows. “You outsiders must have large stamina pools if you are able to accomplish that.”

 It was my turn to raise a finger.  “I think it’s more our stamina recovers quickly. We can’t get far with a full out sprint, but we can stretch that out and use our stamina as fast as we recover it. Kind of like filling a barrel as it’s being drained. Though that does make me wonder the comparison of pools for orcs and elves.”

Brokil seemed to consider for a moment, then nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. It would certainly be intriguing to have such an ability. As for the comparison; we are fairly certain that elves have more mana and orcs have more vitality. If this is true, it would follow that outsiders receive more stamina in comparison.” He suddenly pointed back at the book. “But we are distracted. Try and cast the spell.” I looked down at the entry again, reviewing the order of gestures and words. I began going through the process, trying to pronounce the words as best I could. My tongue seemed to have trouble forming some of the syllables. When I got to the end I tried to put a bit of emphasis on the final gesture. Nothing appeared in my palm. I growled in frustration. “It’s okay, that was one attempt.” “Try again.” Brokil suddenly said. I looked up at him. He gave me a reassuring look as he gestured at the book. “Try not to deviate from the illustrations until you’re used to casting the spell. That level of leniency can only come through repetition.” I nodded and began again. This time I tried to follow the book as closely as possible. When I got to the last gesture a small ball of light appeared in my palm.

I stared at it in amazement as it flickered slightly. “Holy shit,” I gasped. It was the weirdest sensation. It was like I was doing a continuous calculation, demanding my mind to concentrate on maintaining the spell. I moved my hand from side to side, carrying the orb with it.

I suddenly noticed Brokil leaning towards me as he gazed at the flickering light. “Maintain concentration,” Brokil said encouragingly. “There should be a steady glow when the spell is cast.” I nodded as I tried to focus my mind. The feeling slowly grew and the flicker slowly died to a steady glow. Brokil nodded enthusiastically as he clapped his hands together. “Perfect. Now try and position it in the air.” I looked up at him, confused. He gestured with his hands as he continued. “Just imagine hanging the orb from an invisible hook and it should remain in place.” I nodded as I followed his instructions. I envisioned a hook in the air and brought the orb to hang from it. It stuck there as I brought my hand away. I continued to gaze in amazement as I felt my mind maintaining the orb. Brokil laughed encouragingly. “Excellent, now try and cast another.” I nodded as I began to cast the spell again. A new orb flickered in my hand when I finished. If flickered like the first, up and down in an unstable fashion. I concentrated, trying to achieve a steady glow. I eventually reached it and hung the orb a few feet from the first one. Brokil nodded again. “Excellent, now we can attempt to improve your mastery of the spell. Skip the first word and gesture. Ensure you keep the symbol firm in your mind.” I nodded at his request and began casting again. Brokil explained the idea as I brought the new orb into existence. Evidently repeated casting could allow mages to skip certain parts of an incantation before casting the spell. I continued to practice the spell through this pattern. By the time we were done half a dozen orb hung in the air and I was down three words and gestures.

I had just cast the spell again when Amelia and Bulak walked back inside. “How’d it go?” I asked as another light appeared in my hand and one of the ones in the air went out. I glanced up annoyed at the disappearance.”Guess there’s an upper limit to how many can be maintained.”

Amelia smiled slightly as she walked over. “I think I did pretty good.” She said cheerily. “I got better at punching.” She suddenly brought her fist into my side, faltering my concentration and causing three of the lights to go out. I let out a cough as I rubbed the spot she hit. It was definitely better than this morning and she didn’t hurt herself delivering it. “But how’d you do?” She asked.

I looked at the floating orbs. “I’ve got down to five steps and can almost consistently cast it with a steady glow,” I replied thoughtfully. “It’s not much, but it’s a start.” I glanced at my watch, 4:56. “Though I doubt I can go much longer.” I turned to Brokil. “I say we call it a day pick up where we left off tomorrow.”

Brokil nodded in agreement as he opened his satchel and began packing his things away. “I shall leave you the spellbook. The Institute has plenty of copies.” He finished packing his satchel, save for the book, and left.

I turned to Bulak. “Same time tomorrow?” I asked.

Bulak nodded as well. “I shall have news of the rite by that time.” She said. “If all goes to plan you shall complete the rite the day before the battle is finally cataloged.”

I nodded as Bulak picked up the empty sack. “Then let’s hope the plan works out,” I replied hopefully. Bulak nodded and waved goodbye as she made her way towards the door. I turned towards Amelia, then glanced at the book.

She smiled as she turned back to me. “I guess it’s time for some after-school study.” She said, walking over to the table. I smiled slightly as I followed her.

            

    
        9. Simmering Rage

    
    
    
    
                

Amelia



Dexter and I spent the next few hours going over Illuminate. He eventually got down to only a handful of words and gestures but seemed increasingly frustrated that his orbs weren’t always glowing steadily. “I don’t understand what’s causing it.” He growled. “I’m not faltering in my concentration. But it’s like I have to force the spell to stabilize.” I turned the page to look for a possible explanation. Instead, I found one detailing  one of the potential modifications to the orb.

I tried one out as I comforted Dexter. “Don’t get too worked up. It’s just a basic spell.” The orb in my hand change to a green hue.

Dexter looked at my hand as he noticed the change in color. “It’s the fact that it’s so basic that frustrates me.” He replied. He ran his finger down the page as he read the paragraph. “If this happens with basic spells just imagine what could happen if I did something more complex.” He turned his attention back to the spell in his hand. His orb suddenly started flickering between red and white. I turned away as the strobing strained my eyes. The strobing slowly died to a steady red glow. I turned back as Dexter gestured at it. “See what I mean? I don’t want an important spell to randomly work halfway.” He suddenly grabbed the book and turned to a random page. “Like this one.” He said, pointing at the book. I looked at the page. It was an entry on a spell called Impact. It described a spell that could ‘manipulate the mana to abruptly push against a shield wall or other solid object.’ “I don’t want to cast a spell like that and find out it didn’t affect a now angry soldier.” He turned to another page, an entry on a spell called Teleport. “This one I definitely don’t want to fuck up.” He said. “Imagine half my body making it to the destination for this. It would be a Harry Potter splinching without the easy fix.”

I nodded compassionately. “We can figure out what’s wrong later. For now, let’s move back to learning some safer spells.” I said as I turned the book back to Illuminate.

Dexter looked at the spell, let out a sigh, then nodded. “Crossing the bridge when we get there.” He said. He ran his finger down the page and we continued to practice.



Dexter



I stood in front of Sheila’s bedroom door again. It was a green door with butterflies painted on the front. They sparkled and splashed with color as they seemed to dance upon the wood. The display was joyous and hypnotizing. I reached out to open the door. I pulled. The door didn’t move. I tried pushing. It still didn’t move. “Sheila, open up,” I said, loudly. “Mom wants you up and ready for school.” There wasn’t an answer. “Sheila?” I tried again. I was starting to feel uneasy. I hammered my fist on the door. “Sheila get up.” I didn’t hear a response. “Sheila!” Suddenly flames started seeping from the edge of the door. Now I was panicking. “SHEILA!” I cried. I took a step back and brought my foot forward to kick the door. “I’ve got to save her.” The door shuddered as I continued to kick and kick. “SHEILA!” I was starting to tear up. The door was starting to darken, burning the beautiful upon it. The butterflies were starting to burn. “SHEILA! SHEILA!!” I brought my foot forward with all my might. The door shuddered again but didn’t open. “I CAN’T LOSE HER!” I brought my foot forward again and the door finally flew open. What I saw beyond was grotesque and disturbing. It’s like I was seeing two rooms at the same time. They flickered between each other as neither seemed to overtake the other. One of them held the scorched remains of what used to be a bedroom and the blackened body of a child. The other was just. . blank.

I rushed forward to pick up the limp form while the rooms flickered in and out of existence. I cradled the body as I desperately tried to find a sign of life. Instead, the burnt husk sat frozen in my arms, unresponsive. A tear fell from my face. “I can’t lose her.” Suddenly, a thought that wasn’t my own ran through my mind. “You haven’t, this isn’t real” I jumped slightly and looked up, expecting someone to be standing there, but there wasn’t. “What do you mean this isn’t real? I’m holding her fucking body. . I mean this isn’t real. It’s a hallucination. A dream.” I looked down at the charred body again. Its eyes suddenly opened and let in a small gasp. I jumped back as the form disintegrated into a swarm of butterflies and the burnt room flickered out of existence, leaving the empty infinite plane. “Holy shit,” I exclaimed. “Wait, that means I can still save her. . What? No, you idi-”

The thought was interrupted by a cry from behind me. “DEXTER!” It shouted. I turned back to the doorway. It was the lone object in the infinite expanse. There wasn’t even a real wall behind it. I didn’t care. I jumped up and rushed back through as I followed the voice. “You moron, it’s not real. None of this is. It’s a dream.” I turned down the hallway and saw Sheila, being dragged by her arm by a dark and hooded figure. Her wild hair was bloody and matted to her head. “DEXTER!” She cried again. “I can still save her.” I began running down the hall. “NO, YOU CAN’T!” The hallway started to stretch. It continued as the thoughts started to overtake my mind. “You want to know why? Because she’s already DEAD!” The dark figure suddenly stopped and lifted Sheila. I tried to go faster, but it was like running in place. My feet groaned in pain as they pounded on the floor. “None of this is real, and there’s nothing we can do about her DEATH!” The figure pulled out a small knife. “You’re wrong, I can still save her.” I reached my hand out, desperately trying to get closer. I continued to run as the figure slowly drove his arm up and the knife towards her chest. “You’re just reliving a painful memory, nothing we can do will change the outcome.” My feet pounded on the tiled floor. “Just accept it and let it happen.” I tried to stretch out my fingers, desperate to affect the figure. “I CAN STILL SAVE HER!” The knife slowly met her chest and pushed through. Sheila’s small mouth slowly flew open as the blade pierced her flesh.

“NOOOOOO!”

I suddenly sat bolt upright in my hammock, cool breeze chilling my sweat-soaked face. I was breathing heavily and weeping. The dream slowly faded, but Sheila’s. . Shel’s. . death remained in my mind. I let my head fall into my hands as I wept. I wept for Shel, for the days she’d never have, the smile she’d never wear again, the full and fulfilling life that was robbed from her and her family. I sat in the hammock as I let the emotions wash over me. I felt my body tremble slightly as I sobbed into my own hands. My tears were suddenly interrupted by an intrusive thought. “There’s no use crying over spilled milk.” I raised my head up as the thought remained. “This isn’t a glass of milk.” I choked out softly. “This is a person. A Child. . And now she’s gone.” I let my head fall back into my hands as the sorrow washed over me. “There’s nothing we can do about it now.” I slowly raised my head up as my tears finally died. “The best we can do is-” “Revenge,” I whispered, interpreting the thought. “We march into Adympia and lay waste to the entire empire.” The thought didn’t respond for a minute. “I suppose.” It finally said. “But we’ll need to be prepared.” I turned towards the edge of the loft. From where I was seated I could see the corner of my car and the table that held the spellbook. “I’ll be prepared,” I muttered angrily. I glanced at my watch. 5:36. “Let’s get started,” I said, throwing the blankets off and dropping down from the hammock.



Amelia



I was woken up by a soft glow streaming through the windows in Dexter’s car. I opened my eyes blearily as I tried to find the source. I looked up and saw a glowing orb floating behind the car. A dark figure stood beside it, seeming to mutter something under his breath. I slowly got up and quietly walked towards the figure. I rounded the back of the car when I saw who it was. Dexter stood over a book, reading the pages as he flipped through them. Every now and then he’d turn to write something down on an open binder. “Dexter?” I whispered cautiously. Dexter turned quickly, and I jumped slightly when I saw his bloodshot eyes. It looked like he’d been crying.

He seemed to relax as he saw me. “Sorry, you just scared me. Did I wake you?” He whispered softly.

I shook my head as I walked to his side. “Not really. . What time is it?” I asked, yawning.

Dexter glanced at his wrist. “6:45.” He said simply. He turned back to reading the book. I looked over his arm as I glanced at what he’d written in the binder. It was a list of spells and numbers. He added another spell, Tremor, to the list.

I looked up at him as he refused to meet my gaze. “How long have you been up?” I asked.

Dexter shrugged guiltily. “I woke up about an hour ago.” He replied. “I wanted to get a list of potentially useful spells so that I can prioritize what to learn.” I nodded as I looked back at the list. It seemed mostly composed of offensive-sounding spells, Fireball, Lightning, and the like. There were a few seeming utility-based spells, Teleport, Find Water. I stared at the spell. “Find Water?” I thought. I looked back at Dexter. “Why would he need that?” I looked back at the list. I scanned for spells that sounded defensive or sounded like they could heal someone. I saw nothing of the sort.

I turned to Dexter again. “I thought you wanted to learn defensive spells, spells that could fix wounds,” I said, slightly accusingly.

Dexter looked up from the book and seemed to consider it for a moment. “It’s for. . Uhmm. . After. . I learn. . those spells.” He replied defensively. I stared at him. He didn’t meet my gaze.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Do you want to talk?” I asked him.

He was silent for a minute. “Not right now.” He finally replied. “Maybe later, but I’m not in the mood for talking right now.” Dexter still refused to meet my gaze. I finally let out a sigh and nodded as I let go of his shoulder and walk over to another table. “Since we're both up I might as well practice Levitate. . Please don't be planning something stupid.”



Bulak was the first to arrive this time. Her knock echoed through the barn as I levitated the third book towards me. The spells quickly disintegrated as it got close to the other two books. “Why does it keep doing that?” I thought as Dexter moved towards the door. I picked up the books and placed them on a table as I followed him towards the door. Bulak gave Dexter a stern expression. “We shall be moving a bit faster than I first anticipated,” Bulak said, waving Dexter outside. “My father was able to convince the council to grant you an opportunity for the rite, but they have scheduled it three weeks from now.” I followed the two of them into the front yard and watched as Bulak handed Dexter a weapon, a spear.

Dexter cursed under his breath as he took it. “We’ll just have to make do then,” Dexter replied, getting into a stance, widening his footing and directing the spear in front of himself.  I closed the door as I watched Bulak pick up her own weapons, a sword and shield. Bulak directed the shield before her and kept the sword drawn back behind her, ready to strike. They stared at each other for a moment, then began sparring. I sat against the barn as I watched them go at it. Dexter used the spear to block and deflect the sword as he repeatedly stabbed at Bulak’s shield. Bulak took the brunt of Dexter’s strikes and retaliated with the sword in her other hand. They continued like this as the clashing metal seemed to shudder from their strikes. Ten minutes in, I knew Bulak had the upper hand. Her movements were more decisive and swift, while Dexter seemed to have trouble choosing a strategy. He seemed to falter on whether to dodge Bulak’s next attack or try and block it with the handle. He swore loudly as he was knocked down for the third time in an hour.

Bulak straightened and stood over him as he crawled to his feet. “You need to dedicate yourself to your movement,” Bulak critiqued. Dexter nodded reluctantly as he got to his feet, brushing the grass and dirt off his jeans. Bulak continued as Dexter panted from the exertion. “You are indecisive, and it slows you down,”

Dexter softly swore as he rubbed his head. “I know. I know. It’s just. . I don’t know why.” Dexter growled. Bulak and I stared at him in confusion. Dexter quickly clarified as he set the but of his spear into the dirt. “I mean, I don’t know why I’m faltering. It’s like I take another second to make a decision.”

Bulak considered for a moment then nodded. “Perhaps you’re not as recovered as you thought,” Bulak suggested.

Dexter shook his head insistently. “I feel fine, it’s just . . I don’t know. It’s like I have to debate myself about the next move.” I looked at Bulak. She seemed to consider Dexter’s words again, trying to find a solution.

Suddenly a voice called out from down the hill. “I see I have been beaten,” Brokil shouted. The three of us turned to him. His satchel was noticeably loaded with several books. He was trudging up the hill towards us. “I hope I am not interrupting something important.” He said as he stopped next to Dexter.

Bulak shook her head. “In truth, your arrival is most convenient,” Bulak replied. “I believe Dexter is in need of a distraction.”

Dexter turned to her. “I can keep going,” Dexter protested. “I just need some time.”

Bulak shook her head again. “That's not something warriors receive before a battle. Conflict is swift and unpredictable. Surely you have learned that already.” Bulak retorted. She turned towards Brokil and motioned at Dexter. “Teach him some meditative techniques. If it is something within, then he may benefit from them.” Brokil nodded and motioned for Dexter to follow.

Dexter didn't seem happy with that plan. “I already know about meditation. I can still spar.” He protested. He got into a stance again.

Bulak looked at him then shook her head. “We are done for the moment.” She said, turning away. Dexter growled. . then charged. I turned to warn Bulak, but she was already reacting. She brought her sword up and blocked Dexter’s swinging spear. Then she did some sort of turning motion that caused Dexter’s blade to go flying. Meanwhile, she grabbed his now free hand and twisted it, forcing him to turn around. She then planted her foot firmly on his back and released him right as she kicked. Dexter flew forward and fell on his face. Bulak scowled as Dexter spat dirt from his face. “I’ll ignore that act of cowardice,” Bulak growled angrily. “But you will listen to me from now on. Yes?”

Dexter turned to her and let out a sigh. “Yes.” He said begrudgingly.

Bulak pointed her blade at Dexter. “Yes, Who?” She asked.

Dexter was silent for a minute. “Yes, Lady Bulak.” He finally said. Bulak nodded and lowered her blade. Brokil leaned slightly and helped Dexter up. He wiped himself off then slowly followed Brokil towards the barn.

Brokil gestured inside as he walked in. “These meditations might solve your concentration problem.” I heard Brokil say before Dexter closed the door.

I turned to Bulak. “I know you’re justifiably upset, but could you please go easy on him?” I asked.

Bulak stared at me. “Why should I do that?” She asked. “He seems reluctant to follow the simplest instructions.” She moved to pick up Dexter’s fallen blade.

I let out a sigh. “He’s grieving,” I countered. Bulak seemed to pause after picking up the blade. Her shoulders hunched slightly.  “He’s lost someone important to him. You must know how it feels.”

I jumped slightly as Bulak suddenly turned to me, her eyes were slightly reddened. “Do not speak of grief to me.” She growled. “I have felt its cold claws. You outsiders know nothing of it. You have barely been here a week. How could you possibly grieve for someone you barely know, someone that is not of your blood?” She trudged over towards the table of weapons, placing the blades back on it. She didn’t turn back.

I stepped towards her hesitantly. “You might not believe it, but humans tend to form strong emotional bonds with. . just about everything.” Bulak continued to stand there, her back towards me. I rubbed the back of my neck as I got closer. “And I think that’s what happened with Shel. I saw it in him. Even when his mind was on escape he was excited to teach her, to give her a brighter future.” Bulak said nothing as I took another step. “Even if she wasn’t his family he was excited to see her excel. He cared about her as if she was his own.” Bulak slowly turned to me. Her eyes were still red. She seemed to think for a minute.

She finally wiped her face as she glared at me. “So why not you?” She asked. “Surely you spent time with her as well. So why are you not grieving as much as he is?” I considered her question for a minute. I definitely saw it in Dexter, but that didn’t mean I felt the same.

I shrugged guiltily. “Everyone grieves in their own way,” I replied, looking to the side. “My background in psychology helps me go through the stages. He’s probably somewhere near anger.” I looked back at Bulak. She was still glaring at me. “Don’t get me wrong. I still miss her. I haven’t gone a few hours without thinking of her. But I didn’t develop the same connections he did. If I were to guess, I think the isolation from his family caused him to attach quickly to the nearest family-esque figure. In this case, Shel.” Bulak paused for a minute, taking in my words.

She shook her head as she stopped glaring at me. “You outsider truly are bizarre.”

I shrugged again. “It depends on your perspective. How do you think we’re reacting to this whole scenario?” I replied.

Bulak thought for a moment, then nodded. “Your words have merit.” She said, stepping towards me. “But let us not waste any more time. You wished to learn how to defend yourself, correct?” I nodded.



We spent the next three hours outside. Bulak taught me some more advanced self-defense moves, and some basic martial arts techniques. We eventually sparred this time, though I could tell she wasn’t using everything she knew. She was deliberately setting herself up for me to use the defensive moves. I redirected her strike for the third time, my breasts flopping painfully on my front. “Hold on a second,” I said, holding up my hand. Bulak paused as she saw me wincing. I took a step back and looked down at my chest. I wouldn’t describe myself as buxom, but that didn’t exclude my breasts from the laws of physics. I usually wore a sports bra for exactly this reason, but considering those didn’t exist yet I was having to make due. I adjusted myself as best I could without the usual support. “Note to self: Invent a sports bra.” I noticed my nipples were erect from adrenaline, poking through Dexter’s oversized shirt. “Scratch that, invent bras in general.” I finished adjusting myself and looked back up at Bulak.

She was staring curiously at me. “Do you require an undershirt?” She asked.

I looked down again. “If it'll prevent my tits from flopping around, then yes,” I replied. I looked back up. Bulak had stepped closer. She reached her hand out and grabbed my chest. I took in a breath as she massaged my breast, measuring its size. “Buy me dinner first,” I joked.

Bulak looked up, face turning a little red, as she let go of my chest. “I don’t have the correct size with me, but I can bring one tomorrow.” She stated, coldly.

I smiled softly. “That would be great, thank you,” I replied. I continued to stare as Bulak looked around uncomfortably. I let out a small laugh. “One more thing you should know about us humans.” Bulak looked at me. “Don’t take us too seriously. We like to make jokes about anything and everything.” Bulak said nothing, merely stepped back and got into a stance. “Tough crowd.” I thought, mimicking her stance. I smirked as we resumed sparring.



By the time we were done, I was breathing heavily. “If what Brokil said about stamina is true then I’ll definitely benefit from building mine up.” Bulak was giving me some last-minute advice as we headed inside. “Since your strength is lesser than most, you shall need to outmaneuver anyone you face, be it through magic or a fighting technique.” I nodded as Bulak pulled open the door. I immediately noticed several flickering orbs floating around the barn. Dexter was sitting, cross-legged, on a table. A book was floating near him, shaking almost violently.

Brokil was practically shouting advice at him. “Concentrate. The spell requires your attention if you wish to hold it still.”

Dexter shifted slightly as he clenched his eyes shut. “I’m trying.” He growled through teeth. I watched as the book slowly stopped shaking. Suddenly Dexter let out a breath and the shaking resumed violently. “GOD FUCKING DAMN IT!” Dexter cried, slamming his fist into the table.

I pulled the door closed behind me as I cautiously watched the scene. “I’m guessing things aren’t going so well?” Brokil and Dexter turned to me.

Dexter shook his head as he rubbed his neck. “About as well as someone can expect when you can’t determine the problem,” Dexter replied angrily.

Brokil let out an exasperated growl as he turned to Dexter. “We know the problem.” He said a little annoyed. “You refuse to take the steps to fix it.”

Dexter let out a sigh and turned to Brokil. “I’ve tried your method, it’s not working in the slightest.” Dexter retorted. “The only thing it’s doing is making me fall asleep.”

Bulak suddenly stepped closer, raising her voice to stop what was about to be a fight. “I believe it is time Dexter returned to his lessons.” Brokil and Dexter turned to her.

Dexter quietly considered as Brokil protested the notion. “We have almost arrived at a breakthrough, his physical training can wait.”

Dexter shook his head as he hopped down from the table and approached Bulak. The flickering lights faded as Dexter spoke. “Let’s get to it,” Dexter said, moving towards the door and ignoring Brokil’s protests. Brokil seemed about to speak again, but Bulak raised her hand, silencing him. I watched as Bulak turned and followed Dexter back outside. I turned to Brokil.

He looked like he wanted to follow them but let out a sigh as he turned to me. “If he does not wish to learn, I may as well return to your lessons.” I nodded as I walked over to the table and Brokil began his lesson.



I spent five hours inside with Brokil. In that timeframe, I learned to cast Levitate with just a single step. I lifted the third book up and brought it closer. Brokil suddenly spoke when it got close to the other two floating books. “I caution against bringing the spells so close together.”

I moved the books apart in a panic as I turned to him. “Why?” I asked, a little frightened. “Does something bad happen?”

Brokil shook his head as he stepped closer. “No, but it quickly depletes the ambient mana and causes the spells to collapse.” He replied.

I let out a breath as I continued to manipulate the books. “That’ll explain this morning,” I mused, turning to a fourth book.

I tried to cast the spell, but Brokil interrupted. “Perhaps we should attempt to use more than one mana.” He said. I turned towards him. He was binding a stack of books together. He lifted the stack experimentally and nodded. He then motioned for me to cast the spell. I turned towards the stack. “Simply try and apply yourself a bit more. Most mages describe it as adding an extra push to the normal spell. The spell should take over once you have done this.” I nodded. I tried to cast the spell, applying a bit more of ‘myself’ to the gesture. The stack remained inert as I finished casting the spell. I looked down at one of the floating books, to the entry on the spell. “One mana for ten pounds for a minute. Two mana for ten pounds for two minutes or twenty pounds for one minute. Not useful in telling me how to do it. . . . I wonder.”

I turned to Brokil. “What does it feel like to not have enough mana to cast a spell?” I asked.

Brokil considered for a moment.  “The usual pull of a spell does not occur,” Brokil replied. “At first, I assumed you had a large amount of mana within you, what with you sustaining so many spells for so long. However, given that you have yet to reach your limit it is safe to assume you are able to cast low-cost spells without having to provide your own mana.” I nodded as I turned back towards the stack of books. “Alright, so I actually haven’t given any of my mana to a spell. . Although given the description of it. . what if you compress the available time frame? Could you lift thirty pounds for twenty seconds? And how far could you go? If the spell can be automatically recast by concentrating on it. . Something to think about. For now, lift the books.” I refocused on the stack. I tried to cast the spell again. I felt it working on the stack and I tried to lift it up. The strip of leather Brokil had used to bind the books suddenly pointed straight up, but the stack remained still. I released the spell and tried again, this time aiming directly at the stack of books. I felt the spell take hold and I tried again. This time the top of the stack rose, but the stack itself remained in place.

I let out a huff of frustration as I released the spell. “It’s not working,” I whined.

Brokil seemed to consider for a moment. “Intriguing. Are you certain you are committing yourself to the incantation?”

I nodded insistently. “I’m pretty sure I am. It just defaults to the single mana point.”

Brokil let out a low hum as he considered my issue. “Most intriguing. Unfortunately, we possess no other method to test the limits of your mana pool. It is unlikely that you possess no mana. Not even the lowliest wizard is without the mana to draw from.”

I shrugged. “Well, it seems like I can’t draw from my mana pool. The spell still casts, but not at the energy I need to lift the stack.”

 Brokil let out another low hum as he put his hand to his chin. He stood there for a moment as he considered my dilemma. “The only advice I can provide for the moment is to attempt again.” He suddenly reached up to tap at his nose, thinking deeply. “Although, this may be a unique opportunity for me.”

I looked at him curiously. “Why’s that?” I asked.

Brokil was silent for a moment as he continued to think. Finally, he let out a low sigh. “The duties of a mage extend beyond merely learning new spells. They are the pioneers of new magic. Occasionally their innovations are lost to the ashes of the past.”

I looked at him a little skeptically. “So like lost tech?”

Brokil nodded in agreement. “I may need to consult other sources, but I believe we may possess  a more direct method to measure your mana.” He explained “The method was stolen by the elves some generations ago before Gashur even existed, but the Institute recently came across an ancient text describing the enchantment. I have been spending several weeks attempting to recreate the enchantment and I believe it is almost complete. I will need another day or two, but it is better than trying a more powerful spell in hopes that you’ll be able to provide sufficient mana.” I nodded at his reasoning. “For now, I shall teach you how to tap into your stamina pools. If you outsiders have as much stamina as Dexter claims, then it will be imperative to draw from that source.” I nodded as Brokil began flipping through his books. “Okay, a much bigger reason to build up my stamina. . that or find a more efficient way to use mana.” Brokil finally pulled out a book and began flipping through the pages.  “This will take time to learn. Do not be discouraged if you cannot immediately perform this technique. There is a limit to how quickly anyone may learn.” I nodded as he set the book down and pointed to an entry. I walked over and began reading the page on stamina. “It shouldn’t be too different from college, except this is a much more apparent result.”



Brokil had just finished instructing me how to draw from my ‘stamina pool’ when Dexter came trudging back into the barn. “How’d it go?” I asked. Dexter ignored me and made for the loft. I turned to Bulak. “That bad?” I asked.

Bulak rubbed her head. “He has not improved since yesterday.” She replied. “And he appears distracted. He takes another second to react and does not listen to my advice.” I looked up at the loft. I couldn’t see Dexter from where I was, but I could tell he was up there.

I turned back to Bulak. “I’ll try and talk to him,” I told her. “For now, go home and plan for tomorrow.” Bulak nodded reluctantly and left. I set the books that were still floating down on the table and helped Brokil pack up. “I’ll see if I can’t convince him to be more receptive to your methods.”

Brokil nodded as he closed his satchel and slung it over his shoulder. “I shall consult some books to see if any of our old masters have encountered his instability. They may have created a solution already.” Brokil said, glancing up at the loft. I nodded as Brokil turned to leave. I looked up at the loft again as I prepared myself. “Hopefully he’s reasonably cooled down. . . and willing to talk.” I thought as I made my way towards the ladder. I stood up as I reached the top and looked around. I saw Dexter sitting, legs dangling out the loft door overlooking the city. He was tapping out a rhythm on his knee. He seemed deep in thought as he looked out over Snakhagr. I walked over to him and sat down, legs joining his over the edge. I sat there for a minute as I let him get used to my presence. Dark clouds sat on the horizon, blocking the sun.

I eventually turned to Dexter. “Ready to talk?” I asked him.

Dexter stopped tapping and let out a low sigh. “I suppose so.” He replied after a minute.

I sat there and considered my next question. “Are you feeling okay?” I finally asked.

Dexter sat in silence as he considered the question. “I don’t know.” He replied. “On the one hand I’m anxious. . and excited. . about this whole title mission. On the other hand, I want to just. . run out. . and attack Adympia right now.” He placed his palm on his forehead. “And through this whole thing, I can’t get Shel out of my mind. . . I keep thinking of ways I could have saved her, of things I could have done differently.”

I placed my hand on his leg. He faltered in his ramblings. “It’s okay,” I told him. “This is something a lot of people go through when they’ve lost someone. Just know that you’re not alone.” I moved my hand to his shoulder. “I’m here for you. . whenever you need me.” Dexter sat there for a minute.

He slowly wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. “Thank you.” He said. “I really appreciate that.” I sat there as I comforted him and we watched the city together. 
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After I sat with Amelia for a bit I decided it was time to wash off. I had sweated, and I was sore from the two days of combat training. I was kind of curious if the spring that supplied the bathhouse had any natural minerals that would help with the soreness. “Probably not. Minerals in high concentrations could potentially kill local flora. And There didn’t seem to be a stretch of barren ground behind the bathhouse. Plus, the water didn’t feel different from normal spring water. . Fair enough.” I gathered a change of clothes and headed for the bathhouse. As I walked I saw the orcs disassembling various burnt buildings, ripping the useless timber from the building and piling it to load it into a cart later. A few orcs paused and waved at me as I passed. “They’re a lot friendlier now. Guess that’s because of the whole battle thing. That or w-I’m in the ‘Northern District’. . Really need to find a map, find out the full layout of the city. And need a scale of how much of Adympia needs to be raided. Definitely start with that Nione place, make that Almar guy pay for his part.” I eventually arrived at the bathhouse and entered, stripping off my used clothing in the changing hall. It was like any locker room you’d find at a pool, though the cubby’s lining the room had more of honor rule sort of thing going, no locks. I pulled off my shirt and jeans and folded them neatly. I could practically feel the grime that was building up on them. “Definitely need to start washing used clothes. There were only so many shirts packed for the dorm.” I placed my belongings in an open cubby hole, grabbed a towel, and headed for the bath. “Feels kind of like leather.”

When I entered I became acutely aware of a large number of orcs occupying the bath. As opposed to three or four orcs in the bath there had to be several dozen orcs, packed into the pool or lounging on the outside. I noticed a few orcs lying face down on tables around the bath. Some of the entertainment was tending to them, massaging their backs as they scrubbed oil onto them. “Guess that’s from the battle. A lot of orcs would need to wash off the dirt and blood from the fighting.” I moved to a more secluded area of the bath and lowered myself into the water. The warm water soothed my aching muscles as I relaxed in the bath. I must have sat there for ten minutes before I felt an orc sink into the water next to me. I turned to him. His shoulders barely rose out of the water. The usual ponytail he likely sported was untied and his dark hair fell partway down his neck. One of his tusks was missing and allowed the left side of his mouth to close. I decided it looked peculiar, it gave him a range of expressions I couldn’t see happening with the other orcs. “You must be Dexter the outsider.” He suddenly said.

I hesitated for a moment then nodded. “You have me at a disadvantage then,” I replied. “You must know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

The orc nodded as he looked around the bathhouse. “I do not expect you to know me.” He said. “I am nothing more than a common warrior, a mere foot soldier. Nothing as impressive or powerful as you.”

I let out a small laugh at the notion. “Trust me, I’m not as strong as you think I am.” I rubbed my arm where one of Bulak’s strikes had hit me. “I know that from experience.”

The orc turned to me. His green eyes gazed at me questioningly. “Surely you do not expect me to believe you are a common peasant? No, you must be a soldier of your own, what with the way you dispatched those elves. You must have received years of training if you were able to vanquish so many.”

I laughed out loud as I replied. “Not even close,” I told him. “At most I had a few lessons on basic self-defense and a few family lessons at the firing range, but nothing as extensive or as rigorous as you guys probably go through. Hell, I definitely wouldn’t make it as a soldier in my own country. Those guys are beasts all on their own”

The orc continued to stare as he listened to me speak. “So, you have no formal combat training?” He asked.

I shook my head. “Not before the actual battle,” I replied. “Bulak has been training me for an upcoming rite of passage. Beyond that, I wasn’t trained when I fought the elves.”

The orc again considered my words.  “You outsiders must have great natural instincts if you were able to hold off so many elves.” He reasoned.

I shook my head again. “I don’t think that’s what happened that morning. I definitely won’t be able to that again, at least not anytime soon.” I reasoned.

The orc looked at me, confused. “Then what gave you the ability to fight so many elves?” He asked.

I considered for a moment then shrugged. “I’m not completely sure. Honestly, I’m a little surprised I just survived that battle. Thinking back, there are at least a dozen places where I should have kicked the bucket.” The orc gave me a skeptical look. I thought about the events for another moment before coming up with a hypothesis. “Though if I had to guess, back home, we humans have a saying. It’s not about the dog in the fight, it’s about the fight in the dog.”

The orc’s expression changed to one of confusion. “Dog?” He asked. I turned to him, confused at his own confusion. “The term ‘dog’ is a bit more modern than they are. They might have another word for it.”

I cast my mind about for another word as I let out a hum. “A canine,” I explained. “A hound if you will. If you have those, those are other names for them.”

The orc’s expression suddenly changed to understanding as he nodded. “We have such creatures.” He confirmed. “We use them for training our young how to track prey. . But what does that have to do with your fighting skills?”

I let out another laugh “You kind of missed the point there., I explained. “The point is that, while I wasn’t the best-trained soldier on that battlefield, I did have a tremendous amount of motivation to fight.” The orc turned away as he seemed to think. I continued as I justified my statement. “I know most, if not all, of your warriors had the motivation to fight, but the motivation going through my mind was the kind where you just say ‘fuck it’ to your own survival and focus on killing the opposition.” I continued.

The orc’s expression turned to confusion again. “Fuck it?” He asked. I was again confused at his confusion. I quickly realized why he was asking.”They probably have a different word for that too. What was it that Shurkul used?”

I gestured as I explained. “I think you use the word ‘sard’?” I asked him. He thought for a second then nodded. I gestured dismissively as I continued. “Anyway, I was to the point where I was more focused on hurting the elves than trying to stay alive. To the point where I was just punching their faceplates for a few fights. I was punching so hard I ended up breaking my hand.” I finished, raising my hand up out of the water to show him.

The orc tilted his head he glanced at my hand. “Is it already healed?” He asked.

I nodded as I lowered my hand into the pool again. “Garahk ended up fixing it a bit later. I can’t exactly operate at full capacity when parts of my body are damaged.”

He let out an understanding grunt and nodded in agreement. “Understandable.” He affirmed. He turned back to the pool as he continued. “I also heard of your fighting technique. I saw a few aftermaths too. I am shocked to think that so many elves were equipped with such vulnerable metal. You would think Almar would have better resources to spare.”

I held up a hand and interrupted him as I realized he still hadn’t told me his name. “Regardless, that whole morning just proves a single soldier can turn the tides of battle,” I explained quickly, returning to my original point. I stared at his face as I followed up the idea with a question. “So, what’s your name, soldier?” I asked. The orc seemed taken aback by my question and just sat there for a moment.

He finally placed a hand on his chest as he responded. “I am Almthu.” He explained. “Almthu Bartok”

I nodded and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Almthu.” Almthu looked at my hand then took it and shook. I let go as I continued to my next line of questioning. “So, what brings you over to me?” I asked. “Looking for my story on the battle?”

Almthu smirked as I asked. “You are tactical.” He remarked. “I suppose that aided you in surviving the battle though.” I nodded, waiting for him to continue. Almthu hesitated again as he too waited for me to break the silence. He finally relented and asked. “So, what is your story on the battle.”

I smirked as I rubbed my face and considered what to tell him. “Where should I start?” I asked.

“How about from the beginning.” A new voice interjected. Almthu and I turned to the source. A new orc was walking over. He sat on the edge of the bath on the opposite side of Almthu, letting his legs dangle into the water. “It would be best if you start from the beginning.” He said again. I turned to Almthu.

He mused on the idea then nodded. “It is as good a place as any.” He remarked.

I turned back to the other orc. “Alright, from the beginning,” I confirmed. I began my story from when I first ran down to the gate. I went through various events and tried my best to describe them. As I talked more orcs joined my group and began listening intently. Occasionally one of them would ask a question and I’d try to answer it. Eventually, a group of about a dozen bathers and a few of the entertainers were crowded around me. The questions died down when I got to . . Shel . . I slowly described finding Shel. . the elf. . his actions. . I tried to hold back tears again. I didn’t sob as I did that morning, but the tears flowed freely from my face as I recounted what had happened in that alleyway. I suddenly stopped talking as a lump in my throat threatened to break my voice. I sat there for a minute as I placed my hand over my mouth and let the emotions wash over me. The orcs sat in silence as I quietly grieved. I guess even they knew what grief was like. I suddenly felt a pressure on my shoulder and I looked up. One of the orcs had placed her hand on me. I recognized her from before.

Instead of the rage and disgust, her green eyes now screamed empathy and understanding. “It’s okay.” She said softly. “Let it out.” I nodded as I let out a long sigh and collected myself. Eventually, I took in a breath, stealing my nerves, and continued the story. They became particularly interested as I described my berserk rampage against the elves. They winced as I described every injury I sustained during the conflict. As I spoke I realized how much the battle had changed me. Before, I would have been appalled by the gruesome methods I’d used to kill the elves. . Now I looked on those memories as a sort of catharsis, feeling a sense of satisfaction with every blow I dealt. The orcs continued to listen with rapt attention as I described the events leading up to and immediately after the pulse. The orcs interjected with their own experiences following the pulse.

“I was confused when the elves started running.” One said. “I turned around to see if Elder Mother Garahk had unleashed some new spell, but all I saw was Rilug’s ugly mug.” The crowd laughed.

“Aw, sard you, Durzum.” Another piped up. “You are just happy you did not need to break formation.”

“Well, I know who is happy.” A third said. “Ghazat over there was almost on the wrong end of the blade when that pulse ripped through the city. Elf bastard froze there, sword raised, I almost thought he wanted to savor the kill. Then he dropped his sword, hilt first right on Ghazat’s bobbles, and bolted for it.” The surrounding orcs simultaneously laughed and winced as one orc chuckled to himself. I smiled as the orcs started sharing their own stories of the battle. I listened intently as I heard each of their tales, every one a different perspective on the fight. Each of them offered their own struggle, a goal, a reason to fight. They began discussing amongst themselves about the events of the battle. I sat back into the water as I thought through the battle once more. One thought stuck out in my mind as I considered the wins and losses of that morning.

 I turned to Almthu as I asked him a question.”Did we end up getting the cannons?”

He glanced around at the crowd and shrugged. “I am unsure.” He replied. “They might have. I recommend you ask Agrob. He handles the captured weapons. If anyone possesses them, it would be Agrob.” I nodded, thinking back to what Dubak had told me about him. “Damn. That’s unfortunate. I guess I’ll have to deal with him at some point. It’ll be the only way for me to take a look at those cannons.”

I scratched my head as I turned my attention to the commander that was captured. “What about their commander? Where did they stick him?”

Almthu gestured towards the door as he replied. “He was placed in White-Rock Prison. Kagan personally escorted him there after he captured him.

I nodded as I turned back to the pool. “Good. He might eventually serve a use. I’m sure he must know something about the cannons and men they have.”

Suddenly, one of the orcs tapped my shoulder and I turned to him. “I heard a rumor that you were devising a means of escape. Are you still formulating such an attempt?”

I took a moment to consider then shook my head. “To be honest. . I haven’t given escape a single thought since that morning. It’s been nothing but revenge and hatred for Adympia.”

The orc chuckled. “Then you are truly one of us.” Everyone turned to him. I felt the tension rise as they stared at him, unhappy with his declaration. He laughed nervously as he explained his reasoning.”That is to say, we find your enthusiasm against the elves to be envigorating. The city has a score to settle against that bastard of a baron.” He gestured about the bathhouse as he shrugged. “Although we have no hope of reaching such satisfaction, I look forward to seeing you sporting a champion’s markings.” I glanced around at the other orcs. They weren’t as tense as before, but they still weren’t completely relaxed either.

I turned to the orc as I asked a question to distract them. “What’s stopping you from attacking the city?” The orcs turned to me, their adversity to one of their own forgotten. I swallowed nervously as I explained my reasoning. “If you all hate the guy so much, why don’t you raid the city, kill him, and be done with it?”

The orcs around me shook their collective heads. “Such an assault is impossible.” One orc replied. “Nione is well defended and Almar will demand aid at the first sign of danger. If we fail he will report the assault to the king and bring the entire country down on top of Gashur. An assault on Nione will be portrayed as an assault on Adympia. Gashur has no hope of defeating Adympia.” I thought about his words for a minute. I stroked my chin as I considered my options. “Just like Dubak said. The attack is not an option, at least not for the moment. Still, I’m not one to just let the likes of Almar get away with something like this. The only way they ever learn is by someone giving them a hard bitchslap. Resources are the big issue though. If they’re confident in the power disparity then it’s likely going to be a constant in the future. I could help the tech they have access to, but there’s probably an upper limit to the raw resources they access to. There’s also a very hard limit to how much I can help with. I know the gas engine in my car, but I don’t know how to make other types of engines. Plus, there’s still the fact that the orcs don’t have any burnable oil to speak of. So my prospects of creating gas engines are pretty dire, at least for the moment. Scratch that, I don’t even know how to find oil, let alone mine it and refine it. The Metallurgy and Materials book might help, but there’s probably a limit for that as well. Gashur definitely isn’t going to change its position anytime soon. At least not without some outside hel-” I paused as an idea suddenly sprang into my mind.

I scratched my chin as I carefully weighed the circumstances. “I . . might actually . . have a plan for that,” I replied thoughtfully.
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The orcs stared at me as I explained my idea. If the orcs were certain of their loss at their current level of resources, then they’d need to quickly gain a ton of resources and manpower to offset the disparity. Getting resources from Adympia wasn’t a guarantee and even then they wouldn’t have an increased supply of men. Elves weren’t likely to help them, Adympian or otherwise. Therefore, the only solution to their problem was to turn to their own and ask for help. If Gashur united with the other tribes, it would tremendously boost their firepower and give them a chance at taking down Adympia. They remained silent as I finished explaining. One of them finally turned to another, breaking the silence “Could that work?” They asked. “It sounds supremely ambitious. Uniting the tribes is by no means a small task.”

Another orc nodded and interjected angrily. “Ambitious is an understatement. His idea sounds downright insane. The tribes have been warring for decades. There is hardly an agreement of peace, and even that is on shaky grounds.”

The first gestured defensively. “Assuming he is able to do it, the rest sounds to have merit.” He turned back to me. “Are you certain you will be able to accomplish it?” He asked me. I thought for a minute. “Gashur might be only fifteen thousand square miles, but any additional Tribes-States might double that. Plus, they might have useful resources and materials. If we have enough in an alliance it won't matter how big Adympia is. The only issue right now is my lack of information.”

I finally nodded affirmatively as I turned to him. “I think I can. It's going to take some time and information to formulate an official plan, but I should be able to once I get my thoughts together.” The orcs stared at me skeptically. I tilted my head back and rubbed my head as I brought my thoughts to a more present matter. “Right now, I'm more concerned with securing the title than thinking that far ahead.”

Some of the orcs didn't seem to like that notion. “What do you mean you have to secure your title?” An orc asked. “You were voted Champion, you've earned the title.”

I shook my head. “Not according to Dubak,” I explained. “He said the council isn't likely to bestow the title on someone that hasn't become a declared warrior.”

The orcs collectively groaned as they heard that. “That old rule?” One of them asked. “That was made to discourage young ones from foolishly charging into a battle. It has never been enforced.” I stared at him curiously. “Then why would? . . Perhaps the Council anticipates public outrage at us gaining the title. There were half a dozen stacks of weapons besides our pile. Those orcs probably voted in the hopes that an outsider wouldn't be the one chosen. So, the Council wants us to prove ourselves to the public first. . You think? . . Hatred doesn't just disappear. The rest of Snakhagr needs a reason to respect us.”

I finally let out an intrigued hum and shrugged. “Then the situation might be a bit more complicated than I first thought,” I stated, tapping my head thoughtfully. “You guys might accept, or at least tolerate, me, and my accomplishments, but the orcs outside the Northern district might see it as one massive ruse.” The orcs considered my words. “If I want the rest of Snakhagr to be on board with this, I'm going to have to play by all your rules, no matter how ridiculous they are.” “or how fucking annoying it is.”

The orcs seemed to heavily consider my last statement. “I suppose your words have merit.” One of them finally remarked. “If you wish to move forward with your plan, you shall require all the support you can muster.” I nodded as I stood and stretched. I looked down at my hands. They were starting to wrinkle from the water.

I stood and started climbing out of the pool. “For now, I think I've soaked long enough, and it's time I head back out.” The orcs nodded as they parted to let me pass. I walked past and made my way to the changing hall.

“That was a bit insightful.” I thought as I changed into a clean set of clothes. “At least we now know why the council isn't just giving the title to us. . I still find it fucking annoying. We earned it fair and square. . Why did I use the plural again? I don't fucking know, it's just happening.” I shook my head as I focused on putting my glasses on. I moved my head around as the crack in my glasses came to the forefront of my mind. “Fucking damn it. Jolagh should have been more careful.” I left the bathhouse and started walking back to the barn. It was growing dark outside. I couldn't see the sun behind the clouds, but I could tell it was getting very late in the day. The orcs were starting to wind down their tasks on the buildings. Piles of burnt timber were laying on the edge of the street, separated by a couple of yards or so. A cart was slowly making its way down one side of the street and loading the useless lumber onto it. I waved towards the orcs as they lifted the charred wood and threw it onto the cart. They waved back as I walked by. “This, I can get used to. I hope I can get the rest of Snakhagr like that.” I suddenly spotted a familiar sign, an orc drinking from a mug. It hung from one of the few buildings that still looked busy. “Must be one of the few places open right now. If the battle was as eventful as the orcs in the bath make it out to be. . Lots of orcs with lots of tales, a bar would be a good place to tell them.” I decided it might be worth it to drop in for a few minutes. “Also need to properly thank that orc for the alcohol, if he even works there.”

I pushed open the door and stepped inside. The entire bar fell silent as the door closed behind me. I looked around the room as I became aware of a few dozen pairs of eyes on me. The scattered tables I’d seen before were now much more orderly, any evidence of the battle gone and replaced with piles of food and drink. Half a dozen barmaids were wandering around, placing mugs and plates at various tables. Suddenly, the bartender waved me over to the bar. “Welcome to The Foaming Flagon.” He chimed happily. “What can I get you?” I walked over. “Guess there aren't really any drinking laws here.” I looked at the bartender as I sat down on an open stool, placing my used clothes in my lap. He wore the typical animal skin shawl. His dark hair was tied back into a ponytail, and his green eyes seemed to radiate amusement. I squinted slightly as I realized something. He seemed familiar.

I gave his question a moment as I thought about the possible options. “I guess . . a beer.” The bartender nodded and reached behind the bar.

 He pulled out another bottle of golden brown liquid and placed it in front of me. “On the house.” He said. I raised my eyebrow as I pulled the cork from the bottle. Now I recognized his voice, he was the one that had given me the bottle of beer that morning.

I raised the bottle to my lips and took a whiff. It definitely smelled the same. I took a swig as I looked at the bartender again. “You're being extremely generous with the alcohol.” The fluid burned as it traveled down my throat.

He nodded again. “I should think so.” He replied. “You saved my life. I owe you a life debt.”

I stared at him in shock. “You're one of the three that left an amulet at my door?” I asked him, setting the bottle back down.

He grinned and nodded again. “Although, I was the first.” He stated, wiping along the bar with a cloth. “The two Marfu brothers did not do the same until they heard me speak to the council in the Great Hall.”

I stared at him as I pieced his name together. “So . . you must be Brugo.” I finally said. The bartender nodded again. I smirked as I took another sip. I was slowly getting used to the fiery concoction. It tasted like beer, oddly enough. I expected something softer, maybe more watery, but it tasted like the beer you could get just about anywhere. “Guess there's only so much you can do to strengthen the taste.” I let out a satisfied ah as I set the bottle down again. “I suppose I should thank you then.” I finally remarked. “From what I hear, I wouldn't have this opportunity for a title if it wasn't for your nomination.”

Brugo grinned slyly as he turned back to wiping the bar. “Of all the sights I expected within a battle, I did not expect to see an outsider impaling an elf after saving my life.”

I smirked as I recalled the memory. “To be fair, I doubt I would've made it through that battle had you not charged that elf,” I remarked, taking another sip. “I was starting to reach the end of my rope when that pair charged me. I didn't even get away, unscathed, from one of them.”

Brugo raised his eyebrow at me. “You outsiders must have long ropes if you were still able to impale that elf,” Brugo remarked.

I shrugged. “Not that long. Even that was close to my end.” I countered. “Their commander stabbed my stomach not long after that. The pain was unbearable. I ended up passing out after getting back home.”

It was Brugo's turn to shrug. “You still accomplished more than many orcs I know.” He countered. “Most would pass out after doing half of what you did that morning. And whatever you did to those elves must have taken quite a bit stamina to pull off.”

I looked at Brugo in confusion. “You must know a bit about magic then,” I remarked. “I don't imagine everyone knows about the energy costs for a spell, and even I don't know how to deliberately draw from my stamina pool yet.”

Brugo nodded. “I have a family member at the Elder Mother's Institution,” Brugo replied. “She spoke of some of her lessons when she first started attending. I picked up enough to know when a spell is powerful and when a spell is weak.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “If you already know so much, why not try and cast a spell or two? If you have a family member at the Institution you might have some talent as well.”

Brugo shook his head. “Magical talent is not so easily obtained,” Brugo replied. “Your birth is not indicative of magical abilities. Even if you descend from two powerful mages, you are still likely to have no magical talent. When my sister found out she had some skills in the mystic arts, the Institution came and tested the rest of my family. Not a single lick of magical talent could be found in me or my siblings.” I stared at him as I considered what that meant. “Interesting, no genetic factor. So, how is the presence of magical talent determined? If it's not genetic then. . They've probably puzzled over that question for centuries. We're not going to answer it by ourselves. Not right now, anyway. . . Again with the plural? . . Just shut up and ask about it.”

I rubbed my chin as I considered the random nature of the magical distribution. “So, what are the odds that someone is born with magical talent?” I asked Brugo. “If it's not a question of blood, how does the world determine who receives magic and who doesn't?”

Brugo considered for a moment then shrugged. “No one knows.” He replied. “The best anyone is able to tell, there are about fifty births to every one orc born with magical talent. I'm unsure if there is a difference for elves or outsiders, but the number of wizards and mages at the institution appears to support the claim.” I nodded as I did some calculations. “ten thousand orcs, fifty to one. .”

I considered the number carefully before pushing the idea. “So, the institution holds about . . two-hundred orcs?” I asked.

Brugo nodded affirmatively, wiping the table another time. “A little over two-hundred and fifty,” Brugo replied. “Some of them are powerful mages that have lived for hundreds of years, others come from all over Gashur to learn from Garahk herself. But yes, of the current number orcs in Snakhagr, the institute hosts two-hundred of them.” I nodded as I took another sip and glanced around the bar. Most of the orcs had turned back to their own conversations.

A thought crossed my mind. “You fight extremely well for a bartender.” I suddenly remarked, turning back to Brugo. “You must have held that elf for, what, a minute or two? And that's not factoring in the fully armed elves you fought off before him.”

Brugo smiled as he heard the compliment “I was told that many times when I was being trained at the barracks. After what happened almost fifty years ago many orcs chose to take combat lessons. I was among them, all the better to defend my home I suppose.” I nodded at the prospect. “Okay, now we've got a piece of the timeline.”

I pointed at him with the tip of the beer bottle. “That makes sense,” I remarked. “It's better to prepared for something and not have it happen than to not be prepared and have it happen anyway.” Brugo nodded at the idea. Suddenly, a loud bang rang throughout the room. All conversations immediately ceased. I turned to find the source of the noise. I saw an orc standing in the doorway of the bar, hand placed firmly on the door, pinning it to the wall. His frame took up almost the entire door. His silvery-white hair was pulled back in a ponytail. His shawl was made from some spotted animal, white spots dotting the mostly brown fur. His bright green eyes seemed to burn with hatred.

His eyes scanned the bar carefully. “There was a rumor that the outsider was present.” He growled as he stepped inside. His voice was deep and rumbling. He quickly spotted me and marched over. He stopped just in front of me, glaring down at where I sat. I looked up at him with apprehension. “Appear nonchalant, maybe he'll calm down.”

I took a swig from the bottle to calm my nerves. “Can I help you?”

He glared at me angrily. “You can Leave Snakhagr.” He growled. “I will not have your presence tainting the rank of Champions.”

I shook my head as I turned back around, taking another sip. “No can do buddy. Even if I was allowed to leave the city, I don't intend to abandon it because some uppity orc doesn't like me.” I felt my right eye twitch involuntarily. “You just Had to insult him.” The stool I was on was suddenly yanked back, and the orc was now in front of me. I had half a second to register the event before the orc placed his foot on my chest and pushed hard. I flew back as the pressure forced air from my lungs. I got a second hit as I fell on my back, knocking what little wind I still had out of me. Somewhere along the way I let go of the bottle and I heard it shatter somewhere out of my line of sight. I was now on the ground, struggling to breathe, as the orc towered over me.

He roared at me angrily as I gasped for breath. “I will not be spoken to like that by some puny outsider. I have protected this city for too long to have another of your filth try and destroy it.” He drew an axe and leveled the blade at my throat. “I know not what has been done to the Northern District, but I refuse to let you corrupt the rest of Snakhagr.” I squirmed on the ground as I desperately tried to take in air. The blade suddenly drew back. I focussed my attention on the orc. He had the axe behind his head, ready to bring it back down. “I could end you right here.” He hissed. Those words caused my blood to run cold. I desperately scrambled back, trying to get out of his range. I struggled to make my lungs do something, anything, as the orc merely took a step forward. Suddenly, a blade appeared at the orc's throat and a voice rang out.

“That's ENOUGH, Agrob.” It shouted. My left eye clenched shut as I continued to take in shallow gasps. “God damn it. Of course, he tries to kill me. As if he wasn't enough of a problem.” I turned to the source of the bellow. I saw Brugo, sword drawn, blade level at Agrob's throat. An empty scabbard was clutched in his other hand as he used his other to lay grip the blade. I slowly climbed to my feet as my lungs finally started taking in some air. Brugo continued as Agrob kept his arm wound back. “This behavior is unacceptable, not here, not anywhere. This is not what Champions do.”

Agrob scowled at Brugo as he glanced at the blade leveled at his neck. “You dare threaten me?” He growled.

Brugo seemed to falter briefly at that, but then steadied himself and repeated. “This is not what Champions do.” He stated firmly. I grabbed the back of an open chair as I slowly regained my ability to breathe. I leaned on it, coughing, as Brugo and Agrob had a stand-off in the middle of the bar. I felt my right eye twitch uncontrollably. “Keep your fucking mouth shut. I think we've established that no good can come from your passive-aggressive remarks.” I slowly gasped lungfuls of air as Agrob finally lowered his weapon and Brugo let out a small breath. “I think it would be best if you left,” Brugo said firmly. Agrob glared at him, then turned to me.

He gave me a cold and unwelcoming look as I leaned on the chair. “Pathetic.” He finally muttered, slowly stomping towards the door. My right eye twitched again. “Don't even think about it.” I continued to lean on the chair as I finally gained full control of my lungs. I gasped as I pulled lungful after lungful of air into my body. The pain in my abdomen slowly faded as Agrob’s footsteps receded towards the door. Another bang rang through the bar as Agrob slammed the door behind him. I coughed again as Brugo walked over to me. I looked around the bar. The orcs stared at me in stunned silence. I spotted a small puddle on the floor. Shards of glass were sitting in the golden-brown fluid.

I turned apologetically back to Brugo. “Sorry about that.” I coughed, gesturing at the broken bottle.

Brugo sighed as sheathed the sword back into its scabbard. “I should've warned you about him.” He said. “It would have saved both of us a lot of trouble.”

I shook my head as I slowly straightened. “I shouldn't have antagonized him,” I stated, breathing hard. “My big mouth only ever makes things worse.” Brugo suddenly leaned down and grabbed my used clothes from the floor. He handed them to me as he gestured at one of the barmaids. She immediately moved towards the puddle of beer.

Brugo rested a hand on my back as he slowly guided me back to the bar. “If he were anyone else, I'd say you chose your words wisely. Most any orc would develop some sense of respect for you if they saw your actions that morning. Unfortunately, not everyone believes you were the one that performed all those deeds. And I fear that he sees your actions as a ploy by Him to weaken Gashur.”

I nodded as I sat back down and Brugo moved to get back behind the bar. “I can see where he'd get that idea,” I mused, setting my clothes back in my lap. Brugo placed his sword somewhere behind the bar. I rubbed my chin as I explained my reasoning. “The time between my arrival and the army's is comparatively small. And given the fact that I got out, not only alive but in line for a full-blown title. It would certainly ring suspiciously for the more cautious people listening to the series of events.”

Brugo raised his eyebrow. “You are strangely understanding for someone that just had their life threatened.” He remarked.

I nodded as I let out a sigh. “That's the thing though,” I replied, placing my finger on the counter. “I feel fucking pissed at him. Yet my first instincts are calm and calculating. I risked my life, I lost someone. The elves took her away, and some orcs want to kill me for it and yet . . . all I can think about is why he's acting this way.” Brugo seemed about to say something, but I interrupted him. “And it's not empathy. Empathy would mean I'm sympathizing with him. It feels more like I'm trying to determine, logically, what set of information and thoughts would motivate him to do this?”

Brugo considered for a moment, then shrugged. “It might be connected to the Chieftess,” Brugo suggested. “He was particularly affected by her death. In fact, that battle was what earned him the title of Champion.” I let out a low hmmm as I considered his words. “So, he's a Champion as well. I guess that makes sense, I'm definitely not the first one to earn it. Bulak was pretty affected by the Chieftess's death as well. She didn't try to kill me, though. . . What if. . .”

I looked up at Brugo. “What's Agrob's last name?” I asked him.

Brugo looked at me in confusion. “Last name?” He asked.

I let out an almost exasperated sigh as I explained. “The name people use to distinguish between two people with the same first name, the family name if you will,” I explained. “Benjamin Franklin, Dexter Rodriguez, Amelia . . . I don't know her last name, come to think of it.” Brugo just continued to stare at me. “I know you orcs have something at least similar to that. I received a letter from Narod Malthu.”

Brugo’s expression suddenly changed to one of understanding as he nodded. “Ah, you mean a Father's name.”

It was my turn to be confused. “A what?” I asked.

Brugo gestured insistently. “A Father's name.” He repeated. “The name your father was given. Narod son of Malthu, Brugo son of Parfu, Agrob son of Ulgan.”

I nodded as I finally understood. “So, that would make Bulak, Bulak Dubak?” I asked. Brugo nodded. “Okay, then who was the Chieftess's father?”

Brugo furrowed his brow in confusion. “It was Ulgan as well,” Brugo replied. “Her and Agrob were siblings. It's not a big secret.”

I let out an aggravated sigh as I rubbed my face. “Yes, well I didn't know that,” I growled. “That's something that makes things a lot easier to figure out and understand. I can now precisely determine why he wants to kill me.” I rubbed my head as I let out a breath. “So, he earned the title on the same day he lost his sister. . . He must have done some pretty amazing things to earn the title. . . He must have been extremely motivated. . . sigh he watched his sister die, didn't he?” I let out another low sigh as I continued reasoning. “He did something during the battle that earned him his title. If he lost his sister in that same battle, then he likely watched it happen. . . Just like I watched Shel die. . . I can't completely blame him for his actions, not when I'm in the same situation he's been in.” I sat there as I realized I was starting to feel sorry for him. “And there's the Empathy,” I muttered.

Brugo’s expression turned to one of surprise. “That was rather quick.” He remarked. “A moment ago, he was ready to kill you. Now you are being sympathetic towards him?”

I nodded as I let out a sigh. “That's been me the last couple of days,” I remarked. “In one minute I can go from really pissed off to calm and calculating. And it only seems to get worse by the day.”

Brugo let out a hum as he seemed to think. He finally looked up as a realization dawned on him. “It sounds as if you are in conflict.” He remarked. I stared at him in confusion. Brugo continued as he saw my expression. “You recently went through something traumatic, correct?”

I let out a small laugh. “I killed at least fifteen people if anything I'm the traumatic event.” I retorted cockily.

Brugo shook his head sternly. “That's not what I speak of.” He said simply. My face fell as I saw the seriousness of his remark. I looked down slightly as I realized what he meant. “You lost someone you cared about. There is no denying it. The damage to one’s mind is enormous in the wake of loss. This damage has been known to create conflict within soldiers. There is a part of you that wishes to follow one path and another that wishes to follow. These two paths are in conflict and your psyche is fighting each other to choose the better. If you cannot choose your next actions, which voice to listen to, then they shall continue to fight until one of them ends up on top. The world underestimates the tolls the mind has on us.” I looked back up at him as he pulled out a mug and began wiping it as he continued. “Your voices will continue to fight over your next actions and drain your energy until you feel cold and empty inside. There is little else more difficult to overcome. However, there is hope for you and the actions you wish to undertake. You can be the mediator, you can be the one that decides which instincts to follow. You can decide which parts of yourself you wish to side with.” I let out a sigh thought about his words for a minute. “He might have a point. If I can’t decide on a path, I’ll just be stuck. I need to decide whether to act or prepare. It sounds like a simple decision, but I can’t seem to make up my mind. I want to stay behind and prepare for the rite, but I also want to charge out there and get to Adympia. Logically speaking, I should abandon the latter and prepare, but I can’t shake my desire to run out there. I just get so angry thinking about that baron guy. . . . . I need to reassess myself and get rid of the useless idea.”

I let out a breath as I rubbed my head again. “You give . . solid advice,” I said slowly. “Thank you.” Brugo smiled slightly. I checked my watch, 6:21. I looked back up “I hate to do this, but I should head out. I don’t want to leave Amelia alone for too long.”

Brugo nodded as he reached behind the bar and pulled out another cup. “One more before you go?” He asked.

I considered for a moment then shook my head. “Just some water,” I replied. “I don't want to take advantage of your generosity,” Brugo smirked as he reached behind the bar again and pulled out a jug of water. He poured some water into the cup and set it in front of me. I reached for it as he pulled out another cup and poured some water for himself.

He then lifted the cup as he spoke loudly. “To Dexter.” The bar grew quiet. “Without whom I would not be here today. May fortune smile upon you, your ambition be never-ending, and your enemies tremble before you.” He then lowered the cup to his lips as a resounding Hear! Hear! echoed through the building. I smirked as I lifted my own cup to my lips and drank deeply. The cool liquid soothed my aggravated throat as it traveled down.

Once I finished, I placed the cup back down and stood. “Thanks again,” I said, waving goodbye to Brugo. He nodded as he began wiping out the cups. I turned and left the Foaming Flagon. I started walking back as it gradually grew darker. “A lot of information and ideas to digest. I better tell Amelia about it. . . Although, I don't want her to worry. . . Maybe leave the almost getting killed part out of it. And, for right now, she doesn't need to know the full plan.” I started focusing on prioritizing the list I made. If I was going to eventually attack Adympia, I'd need to know the various ways magic transferred energy. “I should find out the limitations for some of the spells. I'll also need whatever that Elf leader knows; troops, supplies, armaments.” I suddenly noticed a fire being lit and I turned to the source. An orc was on top of a roof, moving away from a now lit brazier. I gradually saw more brazier being lit intermittently along the rooftops. “I guess that's what they use for street lights.” I thought as I continued moving through the city. The glowing braziers were surprisingly effective at bathing the street in dim orange light. I stretched as I felt a strange calm coming from the flickering lights. The dancing flames seemed almost hypnotic as I made my way towards the barn.

I finally climbed my way up the hill and towards the barn door. I pulled at the handle, expecting Amelia to be standing over the book, maybe practicing a new spell. Instead, the barn was pitch black, not even a lantern was lit. I cast Illuminate, straining to see in the gently flickering light. “Fucking again. Stay steady, damn it.” I turned back to the barn and saw Amelia, head down on the table, fast asleep. “Well, that just makes explaining easier.” I tossed my clothes on a nearby chair and slowly walked over. I trod lightly as I tried not to wake Amelia. My heavy footsteps still echoed slightly in the barn. Amelia’s back rose and fell in time with her breathing as she slumbered.

I glanced down at the open book sitting in front of her on the table. It was open to the entry on Levitate. I closed the book as I brushed her auburn hair from her face. Her freckled face was pressed onto the wood. I smiled as I saw her expression. “So cute. Guess whatever she did really tuckered her out.” I hung the flickering orb in the air and lowered my arms under her, gently lifting her. I strained slightly as I tried not to wake her. “Okay, definitely heavier than I thought. A hundred and fifty pounds is more than I anticipated.” I slowly crept over to her bed, my legs shaking slightly from the weight. She stirred slightly as I walked but didn't wake up. I gently set her on the bed and covered her with a blanket. Her chest rose and fell as she turned her head to the side. She looked so peaceful like that. “Definitely don't want to disturb her.” I made my way back to the table. “Time to practice Levitate.” I looked up at the slowly flickering orb. “But first.” I lifted my hand and focused on the orb. The flickering slowly died to a steady glow. “I'll need to figure that out if I want to actually use spells in a fight.” I turned back to the book. “For now, practice.”



I spent a good hour practicing Levitate. I spent most of it exploring the various rules of the spell. I entertained the idea of trying to throw the book but decided against it. I might wake Amelia again. Instead, I tried to see to what extent I could manipulate the book. I tried making the book move as fast as possible. “If I can get objects up to speed. . Might work as a sort of railgun. . But if Leroy's already thought of that I'll need to make a countermeasure.” I already found there was a range limit on the spell, about seven yards in any direction. I tried spinning the book in a circle. It spun as I tried to move it faster, but it never got fast enough to break a record. I estimated it was only moving as fast as I could run. It definitely wasn’t viable in terms of a weapon. “I guess that railgun idea is a no-go.” Another idea suddenly crossed my mind.

I turned to one of the Textbooks laying on a nearby table. “Each book weighs about three pounds. If I can lift up to ten pounds with this. . . I wonder. .” I brought the floating book down to the one on the table. I tried to grab the textbook while still carrying the old book. But the spell remained firmly locked onto the floating book. “I guess it can't switch targets. . . You could still lift the object, just cast Levitate on it. . That's not the point. If I need to lift multiple objects I don't want to take up multiple openings for spells. Each one I use means less of an opening for combat spells. . . Fair enough.” I set the book down as I rubbed my head. “So, the spell locks onto a target, and can't switch off it until it's released. I wonder if there's one that uses the same principle, but compresses it into, like, a floating tentacle or something. I can move things quickly, but not faster than what I could by manipulating it myself, not with this version at least.” I turned to my bucket of tools. “How much force is the spell creating anyway? There's the force to lift it, then whatever leftover force for sideways movements.” I cast the spell on one of the wrenches, lifting it from the bucket. “I'll need some perspective on how much force I can apply.” I gently floated the wrench over, directing my attention at a nearby post. I pointed the end of it towards the post. I would need to push hard for this one. I threw my hand forward as I forced the wrench barreling towards the post. There was a soft thud as the wrench made contact and stopped. It definitely wasn’t enough to make a dent in the post. I walked towards the wrench and grabbed it from the air. “And now the perspective.”

I turned my back to the post, positioning myself to strike it with the wrench. I brought the wrench forward, preparing to strike. “You run the risk of waking Amelia.” The thought interrupted my strike. “She hasn't woken up yet I doubt she will now.” I started bringing my arm down, hard. It suddenly stopped as the thought interrupted again. “She's tired, we've already woken her up, I don't want to do it again.” I stared at my arm. “The fuck? Why'd you do that? . . I don't want to wake her.” I tried striking again, but again something stopped me. “I need a perspective on how much force the spell can apply. Don't interrupt me. . . At least don't use your full force. We both know how hard we can hit and we know how soft that hit was. You don't need to wake the whole neighborhood. . Fine.” I brought my arm forward, this time pointing the wrench downward. I let my shoulder go limp and the wrench swing into the post. A soft bam emanated from the wrench. “Happy? . . Very. Now we know it's barely stronger than gravity-induced momentum. Not useful in a combat situation. We'll need to learn how spells can be modified. . Why do you keep using the plural? You're just one person. . .Why are you having an argument with yourself? If we're suddenly going to bring logic into this, we might as well address all the inconsistencies. . . How are you so annoying? . . SHUT UP.”

I slammed my palm into my forehead as the thoughts began arguing with themselves. I clenched my eyes shut, trying to shut them out. The bickering faded slightly as I felt my vision sharpen into focus. They remained as they practically whispered a conversation to each other. I growled as I tried to silence the voices again, but they didn’t go away. “Why is this happening?” I asked myself. I hoped something would answer, but all I heard were the angered voices in my head. I growled angrily as I felt helpless to stop them.

Suddenly, “Intriguing.” My mind was suddenly silent, muted by the unfamiliar voice in my head. It was different, it felt alien. I felt apprehension as I tried to hear the voice again, but there was nothing. I opened my eyes as I suddenly sensed someone watching me. I stared in shock as I saw a brazier standing in the middle of the room, just in front of the sliding door. I gazed at it, unsure if my eyes were telling the truth. “What the fuck?” I felt afraid. I felt like I should recognize the brazier from somewhere, a place I don't remember being with faces I don't remember seeing. I focused on the brazier as I tried to bring up a memory that didn’t exist. The metal holding the flame was molded into complex swirls, cradling the ember in interlocking vines. I watched as the flame within cast an orange glow on the door behind it.

I blinked and suddenly the brazier was gone, vanished without a trace. My heart raced as I looked around the barn and tried to rationalize what I'd seen. “Calm down, maybe you're just sleep-deprived. That's it, you're just really tired and starting to hallucinate.” I clenched my eyes shut again. I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. “Just breathe. . Maybe it's time we call it a day.” I opened my eyes as my heart finally slowed. I let out a low sigh as I moved to put the wrench back. “No point in panicking over potentially nothing.” I slipped the wrench back with the others and started climbing into the loft. My muscles felt sluggish and sore as they carried me upward. “Definitely need some sleep.” I thought as I climbed into my hammock. I began going through the list of things to do before the rite. “Combat, magic, weapons, information. I'll have to deal with everything when it comes.” I thought, anxiously, before drifting off to sleep.
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Dexter



I was back in the Foaming Flagon, sitting at the bar, mug in my hand. The mug was half full, with a foaming golden-brown liquid swirling inside. The room was teeming with orcs in towel loincloths. I brought the mug to my lips as one of the orcs stood. He raised his mug and said in a booming voice. “To Dexter, the Breaker of Elves. When the world was on fire you stepped forth and showed us your true colors. May the odds be ever in your favor, and your foes tremble before you.” There was a resounding Hear! Hear! as the orc lowered the flagon to his lips. I smirked as the other orcs began to break out in chorus. A band materialized in a corner of the room and began playing. I recognized the song. I sang along with myself as the orcs went through the song.

“Let's see How Far We've Come.” I finally shouted, standing up to join the chorus of orcs. Their deep booming voices distorted the music as we wove through the lyrics. But I was determined to contribute to this sudden burst of song. I strolled through the bar as the song progressed, getting more and more wild with each step I took. The orcs gestured with their flagons in time with the song. As we neared the end a thought suddenly crossed my mind. “If you're almost done basking in self-admiration, there's something you should know.” The room flickered as I recognized the voice. “Don't falter, don't react, just keep singing.” I followed its advice as the room stabilized. We finally reached the end of the song and I brought the chalice of water to my lips. “We're being watched.” The thought said. I turned my eyes to try and see. “Don't look, you'll just alert him. Keep following the dream. I'll see what he's doing here. . . This is a dream?” The room began to flicker again. “Yes, but don't panic. He doesn't know we've noticed him yet. We need to keep up the charade.” The room stabilized again as I lowered the chalice. The orcs were staring at me, seeming to wait for me to say something.

One of the orcs spoke as I continued to smile and appear oblivious. “What's your story on the battle?” He asked. I faltered for a second. “Answer him. It'll give me some time.” I resigned to trust the voice. I began telling the bar about my experience. As I spoke a corner of the room flickered into a display of my memory. I watched as I spoke to Dubak, climbed the scaffolds, and gazed at the army marching towards Snakhagr. I moved through the battle as I started speaking on auto-pilot. The words seemed to fade as the memories play out in the corner of the bar. “Good, keep distracting him. Just got to find out who's the ugly duckling.” The orcs around me slowly froze in place, one by one, as the memories grew violent. Blood, screams, blades filled the corner of the room. “Not him. Not her. Definitely not him.”

With each one the thought dismissed another orc froze and faded to black and white. I watched as the room gradually faded from the bright colors of the orcs to the dull grey of ancient film. “Fascinating.” An orc suddenly said. I turned to him. Unlike the frozen orcs around him, he was gazing at the corner. He watched the fight with rapt attention. “A visual memory with typographical notes.” I turned to the corner. I saw the memory of me slamming the war hammer into the elf's head. “The hell is he talking about? There aren't any notations there. . . I'll show you.” Suddenly the imagery was accompanied by text boxes, each pointing to an aspect or item in the scene. I watched as one of them pointed to the chest plate the elf was wearing and tried to determine what it was made of.

Can't withstand a sword point. Metal quality poor. Unlikely to be simple iron. (Leroy's presence) Likely cheap/bad steel or pig-iron. (Fifty years, chance unlikely)

The text boxes appeared and disappeared as the items and aspects entered and exited the scene. It analyzed my own as well as the elves’ movements, determining what could be improved and what should be prepared against.

Too impatient: learn greater control during outbursts. Elf armor weighed down attacks: caution advised on stronger or lesser protected opponents.

I suddenly heard a throat clear and I turned back to the orc. He was staring at me intently. “If you don't mind me interrupting,” He said slowly. The scene froze, me mid-way through wrenching an elf in a deadly arch. “But how do you plan to keep your promise? Your vow to end Adympia?” I opened my mouth to speak, but the thought interrupted. “Don't answer that. He's our odd man out.” I stared at the orc as I tried to process this. The orc smirked as he saw me frozen there. “Surely you don't expect us to believe you haven't got a plan? An endeavor like that would take a degree of planning, especially with the meager resources of Gashur.” “Don't answer him, he's trying to find out our plan. . . He's one of those fucking elves isn't he?” I clenched my fist as I stared at him. As he talked a slit appear on his forehead. “A plan like yours must take months, if not a year, to come to fruition.” His voice changed, going from the deep boom of an orc to the odd slur an elf makes. As I watched the slit suddenly opened, revealing a single demonic blue eye. I was suddenly staring at an orc with three eyes, one of them oddly familiar. I grew angrier as I started making connections. “You'll need time to create your own outsider weapons. Something the orcs can use to fruitlessly attack Nione.” His face suddenly started morphing, growing dark and becoming featureless, like a black egg in place of a face. The only thing that remained was the single demonic eye. I gritted my teeth as I realized I was being deceived. His next words sent me over the edge. “If you wish for the orcs to help you fight Adympia, you'll have to tell me your plan. I want to fight.” I suddenly threw the chalice to the floor and it shattered into pieces. The pieces froze in place as I started charging the imposter. “No, DON'T!” The thought interrupted, but it was too late.

I quickly closed the gap between me and him as I bellowed. “YOU WANT ME TO TELL YOU MY PLAN??” I shouted. The figure's eye seemed to widen. The orc body faded and compressed into a pure black figure, significantly smaller than the orc form it used to be.

The figure’s body language screamed confusion.”Impossible.” It muttered softly.

I grabbed at his throat as I bellowed more. “I'LL TELL YOU MY PLAN! I'M GOING TO MARCH INTO NIONE IN TWO WEEKS TIME AND LAY WASTE TO THAT PATHETIC EXCUSE OF A CITY!! THEN I'LL MOVE ON TO THE NEXT CITY AND THE NEXT ONE AND THE NEXT ONE UNTIL ALL OF ADYMPIA IS A SMOULDERING HUSK!! OH HO, YOU'LL BE FIGHTING ALRIGHT, JUST NOT ON MY SIDE!! I'LL KILL EVERY SINGLE ELF THAT STANDS IN MY WAY, INCLUDING YOU!!” “You idiot, now we can't find out who he is.” I turned to the side. “SHUT THE FUCK UP, YOU BITCH. I HAVE HIM NOW, AND I DON'T NEED HELP FROM YOU!” I felt an internal facepalm. “It's a dream, you idiot. He can just do-” The black figure suddenly dissolved into a cloud of smoke and quickly slipped through my fingers. The cloud began floating away from me as the eye kept itself fixed on me. “THAT.” “Not Helping,” I shouted. I started chasing the cloud. I could still see the featureless mask within the cloud with its demonic eye staring at me. The cloud tried to flee through a group of frozen orcs, but they dissipated as I made contact. “GET THE FUCK BACK HERE YOU COWARD!” I shouted. “He's not running you idiot, not yet at least” “Then what the fuck is he doing?” I asked out loud. “He's observing us, gauging how we're reacting.” I suddenly pounced forward, trying to grab the cloud. “Shut Up, I Don't Need Your Input!” I shouted as I reached out. The cloud merely dodged my desperate fingers.

The mask seemed to tilt in the mist as its eye continued to study me. “Interesting.” It muttered. “He seems to be having a conversation with himself. And his emotional state just performed a complete reversal. . . Perhaps the spell wasn't so useless.”

I continued to chase the cloud as we wove through the bar. “YOUR SPELL IS FUCKING BULLSHIT!” I shouted. “I'M STILL HERE, AND I'M COMING FOR YOUR ASS!”

The cloud flickered slightly. “Impossible.” It said again. “He shouldn't be able to read my mind. . . . I'll need to consult the tomes.” It began retreating towards the door.

I charged after it as more orcs dissipated. “I'M NOT DONE WITH YOU YET!” I shouted angrily. The rest of the orcs dissolved as I sprinted after the cloud. It retreated through the doorway and turned out of my sight. I sprinted through the door and turned after the cloud, expecting it to be a short way down the hall. Instead, I saw a familiar demonic door, with a single red eye staring at me. “YOU'RE NOT GETTING AWAY THAT EASILY!” I shouted. I charged the door and began trying to kick it down. But it was like kicking a stone, each impact reverberating up my leg and into my spine. I wasn’t to be perturbed and continued my assault. “Stop, Stop, He's GONE” “Shut up, Shut Up, SHUT UP” I shouted. I was angry, angry beyond compare. Something had invaded me and was now cowering behind a door. I suddenly changed tactics. I pointed my hands, fingers preparing to stab, at the door. I shoved them into the wall surrounding the door and grabbed hold. I pulled with all my might and the door came ripping from the wall. I turned to gaze at what was beyond the door, but there was nothing. Instead, I saw a bare stretch of wall. I turned to the door in my hand as I realized I grabbed the frame as well as the door. The eye seemed to stare at me in shock.

I heard the elf's voice ring through my dream again. “Impossible,” I said. “That's Just Not Possible.”

I let out a growl as I glared at the door. A rage burned within me. A rage I had never felt before. “I'LL SHOW YOU WHAT'S NOT POSSIBLE!” I shouted. I blinked and suddenly I wasn't in a hallway anymore. I was on the battlefield. Bodies and blood littered the streets. Blades were sticking from corpses and organs sat separated from their owners. The sky was blood red and a large dark figure on the horizon was gazing at me from the west. My own hands were covered in blood as I scowled angrily at the door. “HERE'S WHAT'S NOT POSSIBLE!” I shouted. I slammed the bottom of the door into the ground. The charred wood splintered slightly. I brought the door up and slammed it back down again and again. The blackened wood gradually split. I suddenly turned and began slamming the side of the door into a nearby building. With each impact, the door cracked more and more. I suddenly turned and began charging forward, the door held out in front of me.

The elf's voice spoke again. “What are you hoping to accompli-” But it was interrupted as we slammed into a pole and it punched through the door. The door was now close to breaking apart. Only a few inches of wood were keeping it from splitting completely.

I let go of the door and reach down for a discarded war hammer. “EAT SHIT!” I shouted, bringing the Warhammer up and slamming it down on top of the door. The door finally splintered enough and blew apart into three pieces. I growled and pounced after one of them. “FUCK YOU!” I shouted, bringing the hammer slamming onto the piece. It splintered and blew apart, scattering the fragments in all directions. I trudged over to another piece. “FUCK YOUR CITY!” I shouted, slamming the hammer down onto it. It too blew apart as I made contact. I moved swiftly to the final piece, the one that held the eye. I raised the hammer up. “AND FUCK YOUR KINGDOM!” I shouted, driving the hammer straight into the eye. The door let out a cry as I made contact. The wood glowed briefly then blew apart. I took a step back as I finally became aware of my pounding heart. I let out a deep bellowing roar as rage continued to wash over me. I took a few breaths as my heart continued to burn. “And what have you accomplished?” The thought asked. “We've no idea how he got in, or even who he is. All that we've done is tell him we can detect his clumsy intrusions.” “Fuck you,” I muttered angrily. “I destroyed his means of entrance. He can't bother us.” “Except that's not his only entrance. If you haven't noticed, that eye was red, the last door we saw didn't have a red eye.” I looked down at the splinters. They lay inert as rage continued to course through my veins. “I'll handle them if I see any more,” I growled. “And how are you going to handle that?” The thought asked. “Handle what?” I retorted angrily, turning in the spot. A resounding boooom suddenly echoed through the battlefield and I turned towards the source. The dark figure was now accompanied by a black circle that was rapidly getting larger. I heard a gradually increasing zzzzzvvvvvvvveeeeeeeerrrrr sound fill the air. “Shit,” I muttered.

I sat bolt upright in my hammock, heart pounding in my ears as the dream quickly faded. I ran my fingers through my hair as I took deep breaths. “Calm down, it was just a dream,” I assured myself. “A dream that had dark implications, but a dream nonetheless.” I breathed hard as my heart rate finally slowed. I lowered my hand and glanced at my watch, 5:45. “Not getting back to sleep after that.” I thought. I looked down at the table that held the spellbook. “Might as well get back to it. . . Just so long as we don't start experiencing sleep deprivation.” I thought as I dropped down from my hammock. “The plural is really starting to get annoying.” I donned my glasses as I stretched my various muscles. “Need to find a solution soon.”

I spent the next hour and a half working on Levitate. I managed to work the spell down to a single step. This time I kept the Illuminate orb down low so as not to disturb Amelia. I read through the entry as a textbook vibrated slightly next to me as if suspended by rubbery tethers.“Nothing on why this happens. . . one mana for ten pounds over a minute. Not very useful in a combat situation. It'd take at least ten mana to lift someone, assuming they were severely underfed and underequipped.” I rubbed the bleariness out of my eyes as I tried to think. “After I learn the defensive spells, I'll need to see just how offensive the orc's offensive spells are. . . After we learn how to heal right? We don't want another Shel to happen. . . Of course, of course, don't want that to happen again. But again with the plural? It's singular, one person, me, myself and I. . . I'm aware of that, we've been over this. It's just that you always seem to forget the perspective of the situation. You're more concerned with good standings with the orcs than heading out and destroying Adympia.” I let out a sigh. “Because we can't just march into Adympia and start taking cities,” I muttered. “We need a plan, resources. This isn't something where we can just wing it. Having the orcs on our side is one step closer to our end goal.” “Well, it's not fast enough.” The thought retorted. “You always want to take a slow way. I'm tired of having to bend to your will. You said it yourself, logic isn't going to get us out of this.”

I let out another sigh. “The situation was completely different,” I whispered. “We had just enough strength to make it through the battle, especially after what happened to Shel. But we don't have the strength to take on an entire empire, not by ourselves.” “You underestimate how far my rage can carry me. You've always underestimated my emotions.” I scoffed. “Because emotions have no purpose without a plan. Without me, you'd run headlong into a spear or sword or something. Don't forget, I was the one that kept track of the people you were fighting.” “And a fat lot of good that did. Three stab wounds and several broken bones. You call that a warning?” “No one told you to punch the masks.” I hissed. The book started to vibrate faster. “And in case you don't remember, you were starting to run on fumes when the lacerations occurred. Not much you can do when it takes us half a second to react.” I felt the anger rising within me. “If you'd just let me train in peace I can grow past that.” I shook my head. “You're too hot-headed.” I retorted. “You'll just waste all your energy in the first swing. You're an idiot who never thinks past the next five minutes.” The anger continued to bubble. The book started to shake violently. I remained stone-faced. “Don't call me an idiot.” The thought growled. “In case you've forgotten, I'm the one that got us through the battle.” “Oh yes,” I whispered coldly. “I so looked forward to that knife in our back. Face it, you're just an immature child that refuses to learn from his mistakes.” “Shut up.” “Make me,” I growled. I suddenly heard a clatter and I turned to the source.



Amelia



I stirred slightly. A noise penetrated my slumber as the blankets slipped slightly. “Blankets? I don't remember going to bed.” I opened my eyes slowly as I looked around. I was in the bed, blanket insulating me from the outside world. My hair was still in a ponytail from yesterday, I usually take it out to sleep. “I could've sworn I was practicing Levitate. I guess that's what happens when you overdraw from stamina.” I suddenly became aware of a voice floating from the other side of the car. I sat up as I strained to hear. “Because emotions have no purpose without a plan. Without me, you'd run headlong into a spear or sword or something. Don't forget, I was the one that kept track of the people you were fighting.” I slowly slipped the covers off and lowered my feet to the floor. The cool air was a sharp contrast to the warmth under the blanket. “No one told you to punch the masks. And in case you don't remember, you were starting to run on fumes when the lacerations occurred. Not much you can do when it takes us half a second to react.” I stood up and slowly crept around the car. “You're too hot-headed. You'll just waste all your energy in the first swing. You're an idiot who never thinks past the next five minutes.” I peeked around the corner of the car as the voice paused. I saw Dexter staring forward, seeming unfocused on anything. There was a softly glowing orb hovering a few inches above the table. A book vibrated violently next to him. “Oh yes,” He suddenly said sarcastically. “I so looked forward to that knife in our back. Face it, you're just an immature child that refuses to learn from his mistakes.” He paused, then leaned forward slightly. “Make me.” He growled. I took a hesitant step forward. I felt my knee tap something and I heard a clatter at my feet. I looked down and saw a box of books sitting sideways on the ground, contents spilling out onto the floor. I look up and saw Dexter staring wide-eyed at me. He seemed to relax as he saw me and what had created the noise. I noticed the textbook slow its vibrations.

I covered my mouth in surprise. “Sorry,” I whispered. “I didn't mean to startle you.”

Dexter let out a sigh. “It's okay, I didn't mean to wake you again.” He replied. He turned back to the book as he repositioned the orb higher. “Did you sleep well?” He asked.

I knelt to put the books back as I replied. “About as well as one would expect. I didn't realize just how draining drawing from the stamina pool is.”

Dexter looked back at me curiously. “You drew from your stamina pool?” He asked. I nodded. “What was it like?”

I shrugged guiltily. “It felt draining,” I replied. “like an hour or two had passed as opposed to two minutes. I guess the drain can be mental as well as physical.”

Dexter nodded as he turned back to the book. “Sounds about right.” He said. “Maybe you need to specify which aspects of your stamina to draw from.”

I nodded, recalling my lessons on stamina pools. “Brokil mentioned that could happen if I did it incorrectly,” I explained. Dexter said nothing as he read through the page. I walked slowly over to him. “Do you want to talk?” I asked cautiously.

Dexter paused as he considered my question. “I guess so.” He finally replied. I stopped at his side as I looked down at the book. “Levitate, at least he's not trying to learn a dangerous spell yet.”

I looked up at him as he continued to read. “Are you doing alright?” I asked him. “You seem pretty agitated.”

Dexter didn't answer for a minute. “I'm okay.” He finally replied. “Talking just helps to . . . center myself, get my priorities straightened out.” I stared at him as he tried to explain himself. His face didn't betray any emotions. I couldn't see any evidence of tears. “He seems . . . detached.”

I placed my hand on his as I tried to console him. “Are you still thinking about Shel?” I asked gently. Again, Dexter paused.

He finally sighed as he looked down. “I'm still angry about her. . .  And I still intend to keep my promise, no one else.” I stared at him. “Of course, what other answers would he give?”

I leaned my head on his arm as I gently stroked his hand. “I'm sure you will,” I said softly. “but don't do anything rash.”

Dexter nodded solemnly. “Everything will be meticulously planned out.” He promised.  “I'll consider every variable and every possibility.” I stared off as I stood there, comforting him. “Please let that be the truth.”



This time, Brokil was the first to arrive. He carried his usual bag into the barn and immediately turned to us. “I have completed the method to measure your mana pools.” He cried happily. “It shall take me another day to prepare the device, but after that, I shall be able to measure just how much mana you have.” He set the bag down on the table and pulled out a book. “For now, let us move on to spells that can be useful in combat.” He turned to Dexter directly. “I shall instruct you on how to draw from your stamina pool in due time. Because of your interest in defense, we shall begin with a barrier spell.” Dexter nodded affirmatively. Brokil opened the book and turned to a page. He set the book down and motioned us over to it as he because explaining. “There are two types of attack spells; energy spells and physical spells. There are barrier spells that specialize against each of them, but for now, you can learn this one. It is able to protect against both. It is weaker than most, but it shall block most basic spells.” I nodded as I read the entry. It showed an illustration of a barrier in front of a green stick figure. I began devoting the words and gestures to memory. Brokil suddenly spoke and I looked up. “Work on just creating the barrier first. We shall demonstrate its strength once you are experienced with it.” I nodded as I turned back to the book and began studying. It seemed pretty simple for its purpose. Given the time it took for us to learn basic light, I expected this to be more complicated. Instead, it seemed like it wouldn’t take much longer to learn.

I spent an hour learning the spell, memorizing the steps of the gestures and words like before. I finally took a step back and began casting. When I finished a blue barrier flickered into existence in front of me. It looked like a sci-fi forcefield you'd expect to see on a spaceship, smooth and elliptical. Brokil nodded as he looked at the field. “Excellent.” He said. “A nice strong barrier,”

I smirked as Dexter glanced up at it. “Good job.” He said flatly. I let go of the spell and began recasting, practicing the incantation. After another minute or two Dexter took a step back and started his own attempt. When he was done another blue barrier popped into existence in front of him. He growled as he noticed the differences. The edges weren't neat and smooth, more jagged and rough. The surface wasn't flat and still. Rather, it was roiling and jagged, like a mountain range that was constantly changing.

Brokil examined the field before turning to Dexter. “Concentrate,” Brokil encouraged. “It should look like Amelia's.” I turned to Dexter as I waited for a possible outburst, but there wasn't any. Instead Dexter let out a calming sigh as he stared at his barrier. He suddenly raised his hand and slowly clenched his fist. The barrier gradually flattened out, it's edges starting to smooth into a surface like mine. Brokil nodded as he watched. “Excellent.” He said again. “Precisely the outcome you desire.” Dexter let out a breath and dropped his hand. His barrier held its shape. Brokil clapped briefly as he examined the barrier. “Marvelous.” He exclaimed. Continue practicing, you might have found some control over your instability,” Dexter said nothing as his barrier dissipated and he began casting again.

We practiced like this for another hour. I eventually felt confident enough to have Brokil test its strength. We moved outside to practice. “Safer to do this in an open area,” Brokil explained. I cast the spell as Brokil stood in front of me. Dexter stood next to the door as he watched us. A small flame appeared in his hand as the barrier materialized between us. “This is a low-level spell. If it hits, at most it shall hurt for a moment. However, the damage would not be permanent, not with my healing spells.” I nodded as I prepared myself. Brokil brought his arm back, preparing to throw. “Ready?” He asked. I nodded again. Brokil waited for a moment the swiftly brought his arm forward and threw the spell. A ball of flame, disproportionate to the one in his hand, started hurtling towards me. My eyes went wide as a moment of panic ran through me. The ball slammed into the barrier and dissipated. The sensation that ran through was beyond strange; an unnerving chill that permeated my skull. I was like something had attacked my brain. I maintained concentration on the spell and the barrier held. I took a deep breath as I tried to calm down.

Dexter suddenly spoke up, summarizing my thoughts. “Holy shit.” He remarked. “That was bigger than expected.”

Brokil nodded affirmatively. “Combat spells, in their preparatory state, do not do themselves justice.” He explained. “You shall learn more once you begin practicing them.”

Another voice suddenly chimed in. “I hope you are not attempting to kill them.” It said. I turned to the source. Bulak was walking up the hill. “Because Dexter still has a rite to attempt.”

Brokil waved a greeting her way. “Worry not, I am merely testing their defensive abilities.” He replied. “It is better to know what it is like when you are safe than to learn on the battlefield.”

Bulak nodded at his words. “I have other news.” She said. We all turned to her. Her face held a solemn expression. “The funeral has been arranged. It shall be on Feastday, with the procession leading down to Lake Diroz.” I looked down slightly as I took in her words. “Right, they'd have to handle the dead.” I glanced at Dexter. His face betrayed no emotions, but he nodded grimly. “The procession shall begin in the Great Hall shortly before midday.” Bulak continued. I nodded again.

Dexter took a step forward. “Thank you for telling us, but if I might ask, what and when is Feastday?” I looked up as I realized his question. “Do they have a different name for the days of the week?”

Bulak stared curiously at Dexter. “It is three days hence.” She replied. “Do you not have a Feastday?” She asked.

Dexter shook his head. “If that's a day of the week, then no.” He replied flatly. “We don't have one called Feastday.” Bulak continued to stare at him, confused. Dexter continued in the hopes of clarifying the matter. “What do you guys call the days of the week?” He asked.

Bulak seemed to consider for a minute. “In order,” She finally replied. “Motday, then Touday, then Woodsday, Thosday, Freeday, Sayday, and finally Feastday. Today is Thosday.”

Dexter nodded as he listened. “Similar names, but still distinctive.” He said flatly, glancing at his watch. “Thanks again, should we go ahead and get started?”

Bulak raised an eyebrow at him, then shrugged. “Since you are so eager, we might as well.” She turned to me as she tossed a piece of animal skin at me. I caught and examined it. It was made from a dark-haired animal, tailored similar to a short sleeve tunic, long enough to stop just above my navel. I looked up at Bulak questioningly. “That is the undershirt you requested.” She explained. I nodded as I felt the thin fur covering the skin.

Dexter turned to Brokil. “I'll hold you to that Stamina thing.” He said, pointing at Brokil.

Brokil nodded as he motioned for me to follow him a short way off. “We shall practice your barrier over here.” He said. “We do not wish to interrupt their training.” I nodded at the logic, glancing back. I watched as Bulak handed Dexter a practice sword and shield and began instructing him. “I just hope he's at least being honest with his emotions.”



I spent six hours practicing and testing the barrier spell. I got more confident as I gradually whittled down the steps I needed to cast the spell. I got to see a few more basic combat spells, including Lightning, Water Jet, and Mudball, all of which were exactly what they sounded like. Each of them bounced harmlessly off my barrier. After a while, Brokil challenged me to cast the barrier as he cast his spell. “I shall only cast Mudball for this but try your best to block it.” I nodded, widening my stance slightly as I prepared myself again. Brokil stood there for a moment then suddenly cast the spell, hurtling the ball of mud at me. I tried to cast the spell as quickly as I could but was half a second too late. The barrier materialized just as the mudball passed by and nailed me in the face. I slowly wiped the mud off as I let the barrier dematerialize. I suddenly heard a short laugh as I cleared the soil from my vision.

I turned to see Dexter smiling at me from behind Bulak. “I know that's eventually going to happen to me, but that was hilarious to watch. I am so glad we took a break.” He chuckled.

I smirked as I realized that was the first time in a while I'd seen him smile. “I hope you're happy,” I said, mockingly with a faceful of dirt. “cause it's your clothes that get dirty around here.”

Dexter shrugged at the notion. “You're more than welcome to help me clean them once I decide on a method.” He retorted cheerily. “Water Jet definitely seems like a potential method. I'll need to eventually learn that one.” I nodded as I turned back to Brokil.

He had his eyebrow raised at me. “You outsiders are very open about sharing clothes.” He said cautiously.

I shrugged. “Not necessarily,” I countered. “I doubt Dexter would do the same if the roles were reversed. At most he'd wear a single pair of sweatpants and the same tunic he was given. Besides, I doubt someone his size would find any of my clothes comfortable. I, on the other hand, find his cotton T-shirts very comfortable if a bit lacking in terms of support.”

Brokil continued to stare at me. “Cotton?” He asked. “What is cotton?” It was my turn to stare at him. “Cotton wasn't widely available until recently. They don't even seem to have wool.”

I pinched the shirt I was wearing and showed the fabric to him. “It's the fiber used to make the clothes,” I explained. “Cotton is grown from a certain plant. It grows, gets harvested, then refined until it gets woven into a fabric.” I held up a part of the shirt as I explained. “From there it's a matter of cutting and sewing the fabric into clothes.”

Brokil gave me a curious look. “Is that how all your clothes are created?” He asked.

I tilted my hand back and forth at the question. “Partially. If you mean all our clothes are made from cotton, no. We have other materials and even some synthetic ones that work just as well. Although, the synthetic one isn't as widespread at the moment. If you mean all of our clothes are woven, then yes. Other than, ironically, some of the synthetic materials.”

Brokil’s brow furrowed at the idea. “Are these woven fabrics that comfortable?” He asked.

I nodded. “It's not just that,” I explained. “There's an advantage to not having to kill another animal for more material.” I gestured at the shawl. “The animal skins are quick, easy and durable if treated right, but cost more resources in the long run. If you wanted more clothes, you'd have to kill another animal. The woven material just cost the source's continued existence. In terms of wool, it's the sheep. For cotton, it's the plant. For silk, it's the survival of the silkworm.” I began staring off as I realized the missing potential. “If I can get figure out how to mass-produce the fabrics, that would cut into the cost of living tremendously. The animal skins could be put to better use. . . and on the list that goes.” I turned back to Brokil as I realized he was still staring at me. “I might be able to bring the fabrics to the orcs,” I probed gently. “but it'll take some time.”

Brokil considered for a moment, then shrugged. “It makes no difference to me. If you hold as high regard to this material as you claim, then perhaps the orcs will benefit from it. However, for now, I think we are content with our shawls.”

I nodded as I stared off again and started planning. “You might not be when you can see just how great the fabric is. It's just a matter of creating it.” “If I want wool, I'll need to breed sheep. The cotton will need the right strain of plants. Silk is out of the question right now. . I can do that when I have time, for right now let's just practice magic. . . Although that might be able to help me mass produce. . It's on the list.” I turned back to Brokil as I prepared myself again. “Let's get back to it,” I encouraged. Brokil nodded as he suddenly cast the spell again.



I got hit three more times before Dexter decided he was done working on combat. My front was caked in dried dirt as he walked over. “I think my muscles have taken as much as they could.” He remarked. “It's time for me to learn a bit more about my stamina pool.”

Brokil nodded as I let my barrier dissipate. “We can move back inside for this.” He stated. Dexter nodded as he began walking back towards the barn. I turned to Bulak as I tried to wipe as much dirt off as possible.

She waved me over with the battleaxe in her hand. “Shall we continue your training?” She asked.

I nodded as I spat a bit of dirt out. “Give me a minute to put that undershirt on,” I replied, holding up a finger. I picked it up off the ground as I turned my back to her. “How was Dexter today?” I asked, lifting my shirt to put the animal skin on.

I heard Bulak shuffle slightly. “He is much more receptive of my advice.” She replied. “I do not know what you said to him last night, but it seems to have motivated him to improve.” There was a pause as I donned the undershirt. The animal skin weighed significantly more than the T-shirt. It pressed into my front, but I could tell it would prevent my chest from flopping uncomfortably in front of me.

I adjusted the undershirt as I felt a sense of hesitation in Bulak. “I'm sensing a ‘but',” I remarked, pulling the T-shirt on over the undershirt.

I turned back to Bulak as she stared off guiltily. “He does not seem as devoted to it.” She finally admitted. “It is as if he has become detached. He still learns from my advice, but his actions seem . . . unnatural.”

I nodded as I stretched, preparing for the inevitable sparring session. “I noticed that too,” I remarked. “but I don't think what I said changed his attitude. It seems more like he's decided to take another approach. Before he was emotionally driven, but now it's like he's completely detached from them.”

Bulak nodded as she considered my words. “Perhaps you should speak to him again, try and figure out what is going through his mind.”

I nodded as I glanced at the barn. “I'll try, but it's up to him to open up,” I replied. “I just hope he's not trying to hide anything from me.”

Bulak nodded as she motioned me over again. “We can concern yourself with Dexter later. For now, I shall teach you soft points on the body.” I nodded as Bulak began her lesson.



We spent three more hours outside. I learned a bit more about the body as Bulak instructed me on the various bodily weak points. We didn't spar this time, but she did focus heavily on the ways to target the weak points. “This knowledge shall help you greatly if you ever find yourself without magic.” She said as she pressed one of the weak points on my body.

I nodded as I winced at the pain and took note of the location. “If Dexter is going to move forward with his plan, I might end up encountering a situation like that,” I remarked. I paused as I considered something. “Thank you for helping us. I know we sometimes rub you the wrong way, but we both appreciate what you've done for us.” Bulak paused as she took in my words.

She stood up to her full height as she stared at me. She hesitated for a minute before speaking. “Not many orcs believe this,” She began. “But despite my experience, I believe you outsiders have an ability for compassion. After what happened with Him, I thought I could predict Dexter's next actions, but he goes against my judgment every time. He became enraged when I threatened to send you to the mines. He threatened to escape and go after an army if my father turned you over. He slaughtered dozens of elves over the life of a single orc. Every time, he went against everything I learned from Him, and showed how much he cares about the lives of those around him, even if they weren't part of his family. . . . And I think my people could benefit greatly by learning from him.”

I smiled and nodded as I took in her words. “Dexter seems passionate about a lot of things,” I replied. “Sometimes that passion seems to get in his own way, but deep down I think he cares about the people around him and wants to see their lives improve. . . . So long as you're not being a blatant asshole.” I finished, smirking. Bulak nodded as she stared off. I followed her gaze as I let recent events play out in my mind. “So, where is that passion now? Did he have an epiphany about something? Is this just how he grieves? Hopefully, he’ll be able to find closure soon.” 

Bulak's voice interrupted my train of thought. “I hope you are correct.” She remarked. I turned to her. She continued to stare off with a solemn expression as she spoke. “I hope your notions of him are not misplaced. I do not wish for another one of Him plotting against the orcs.” My face went slack as I realized what she meant. She'd gone through this before. He had played with her emotions, tricking her into trusting him and then betraying her.

I put my hand on her shoulder as I tried to comfort her. “Dexter is nothing like that,” I assured her. “He's devoted himself to this. He lost someone he cares about. . He's going to see this through to the end.” Bulak thought for a moment and nodded as she took in my words. “I just hope he's able to finish grieving. People can become unstable if they can't move on.”

Bulak turned to me as she cleared her throat. “Enough about my concerns.” She said flatly. “Let us return to your lessons.” I nodded as Bulak continued to explain the fighting techniques.

            

    
        12. The Flipped Coin

    
    
    
    
                

Amelia



When Bulak was done explaining to me the various weak points on the body, we decided to head inside. “I have other matters to attend to.” She explained.

I nodded. “I’ll talk to Dexter when I get the chance. Detachment or not, he really needs a friend to talk to.” Bulak nodded as she pulled open the door. Inside, Brokil and Dexter were staring intently at the office chair, which was floating a few feet off the ground. Dexter had one hand pointed squarely at it, stretched in a claw-like fashion.

Brokil walked around the chair as he watched it float. “Keep it steady,” Brokil maintained. Dexter was breathing heavily. He suddenly let out a huge puff of air and the chair dropped to the floor with a clatter. He placed his hands on his knees as he continued to heave. “Impressive.” Brokil suddenly remarked. “You lasted much longer than I anticipated, especially considering the weight of the chair.”

Dexter let out a laugh as he continued to breathe hard. “Human endurance.” He gasped. “I think . . I read somewhere . . those early humans. . used to hunt . . by just following . . our prey for . . hours on end.”

Brokil nodded as he suddenly noticed me and Bulak in the doorway. “I can imagine such a strategy with you outsider.” He remarked. “Not including the pounds for your mana discount, you lasted four times longer than most orc mages would.” Dexter continued to heave as I walked over.

I smiled as he looked up at me, face screaming exhaustion. “Draining, isn't it?” I asked as I stepped beside Dexter.

He nodded as he looked down and continued panting. “And I thought . . I was tired before . . coming in here.” He gasped. “But now it . . feels like I . . ran a mile.”

I grinned as I gently patted him on the back. “I guess we can both do with building up our stamina,” I remarked. Dexter nodded as he slowly caught his breath.

Bulak suddenly spoke from beside the door. “I shall see the two of you tomorrow.” She stated, turning back to the door. I waved goodbye to her as Dexter did the same.

Dexter wiped a veil of sweat from his forehead as he continued to pant. “See . . . you.” He croaked. I turned to Brokil as he walked over to his bag.

He slipped the books back into the satchel as he glanced up at me. “I should have the enchanted item ready by tomorrow.” He stated. “By noon, we shall see just how much mana the both of you have.” I nodded as Dexter finally caught his breath and stood.

He stood and stretched as he let out a long sigh. “I’m good with that.” He confirmed. “We’ll figure out the whole mana pool thing tomorrow. Hopefully, that means I don't have to feel like this too often.” Brokil nodded as he waved goodbye. I turned to Dexter as he strolled over to the spellbook. He didn't say anything as he flipped through the pages.

I hesitated for another moment before probing the question. “Are you doing alright?” I finally asked. Dexter paused, then turned to me seeming confused about the question. “You seem different from yesterday. . . I just want to make sure you're doing okay.”

Dexter let out a low sigh and nodded as he turned back to the book. “I've been stressed out these last few days.” He stated plainly. “I was trying to plan too much at one time; trying to develop a plan for the rite of passage, while simultaneously planning an assault on a city you know nothing about is not a good idea.” His explanation was short and to the point, no dancing around the details. I stared at him, waiting for him to continue, but he didn't.

I let out a sigh as I walked over to him. “I ask . . well . . because I'm worried about you.” I said slowly. Dexter stopped entirely at that and turned to me. His face didn't show any emotions. “I'm worried that you're planning something dangerous. That you're about to do something you might regret, something that might get you killed.” Dexter just stared at me, his mismatched eyes seeming to gauge my own worried expression.

He closed his eyes for a moment as he sighed. “You don't have to be worried.” He finally replied, turning back to the book. “I'm not planning anything stupid like that. I just needed some time to center myself, get my priorities straightened out.” He turned back to the book as he spoke. “If you want a better explanation here it is. Right now, I'm reading through this spellbook for potentially useful spells. If what Brokil said about spell creation is true, then I might be able to use some science to finagle a useful spell. I'll also have to assume Leroy has made a similar spell and devise a countermeasure for it. He's had fifty years to prepare, so I can only assume what he's come up with.”

I stared wide-eyed at Dexter at that last part. “Fifty years?” I practically shouted. Dexter turned towards me suddenly. “Why didn't you tell me he was here fifty years ago?”

Dexter seemed to pause as he considered it. “I guess I neglected to tell you about that.” He replied defensively. He turned back to the book. “But yea, apparently he was here fifty years ago. Which means he's had fifty years to come up with inventions and technology that benefit the elves. So, I'll have to anticipate what he might have built, and develop something against it.” I continued to stare at him as he finished explaining. I let out a sigh and rubbed my head as I gave his words some thought. “He's right about one thing. Leroy's had all this time to create and develop weapons. God only knows what he's come up with. So, why am I still not satisfied with his explanation? It's because you're a psychologist, you can tell when someone isn't telling the full truth. The problem is finding out what parts he's omitting.” I looked back up at Dexter. He continued to flip through the book, ignoring my worried gaze. “Unfortunately, that knowledge is only useful if you know how to coax it out of him. Right now he's not giving up anything. You might as well just move on to helping him.”

I let out a sigh as I walked over to him. “I suppose you're right.” I finally admitted. “It can't hurt to assume he's created something else besides the cannons. The elves are certainly going to benefit from anything he knows. Although their technology prospect is limited by this new timeframe.”

Dexter looked up at me, confused. “How so?” He asked.

I shrugged defensively. “Given that he's from fifty years ago, it's safe to assume his knowledge of modern technology is more limited than ours,” I replied. “He didn't have access to the wealth of knowledge we had with the internet. His knowledge would be limited to what was available at his local library, assuming he went at all. Plus, the historical event of fifty years ago would influence his thought process and priorities.”

Dexter nodded as I spoke. “Good point.” He remarked. “I'll have to take that into consideration.” Again, he turned back to the book. “But for now, you might want to get cleaned up. I doubt just wiping the mud off will be enough to let you sleep comfortably.” I looked down at the shirt I was wearing. It was still coated in a fine layer of dried dirt. I rubbed my fingers together as I realized there were still a few particles stuck to them.

I nodded as I spat another particle from my mouth. “You've got a point there,” I mused thoughtfully, moving towards an open box. “I hope you don't mind me borrowing another change of clothes,” I called out, pulling them from the box.

I saw Dexter wave dismissively. “So long as you eventually help me clean them,” Dexter replied.

I grinned as I strolled towards the door. “I'll see you in a bit, then,” I said, pulling open the door.

I heard Dexter shout a “See you.” as I closed the door and started heading down to the bathhouse.



The bathwater was warm in contrast to the cool winter air. The water rose to just under my chin. I sat there as I contemplated the best course of action. “Dexter's not going to open up to me. So, I'll have to find another way to glean his thought. Maybe if I'm careful, I'll be able to hear what he's saying when he talks to himself. Isn’t it usually more double-sided when people talk to themselves? It sounded pretty one-sided this morning. I don't know. Maybe part of his self-monologue was mental?” My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a tap on my shoulder. I looked up a little startled as I instinctively moved my arm to cover my chest. I wasn't yet used to the communal bath idea. I was more comfortable with a nice private shower. A female orc was kneeling over me, grinning. Her brown hair dripped slightly from her shoulders and her violet eyes were filled with glee. She was bare-chested like the other orcs in the bath, unconcerned with her own modesty.

She smiled as she saw how startled I was. “Could we perhaps scotch into the bath beside you?” She asked. I thought for a second. “Good source of information. They’re pretty vulnerable here. So am I, but that kind of levels the playing field. Besides, I can’t keep my social circle limited.” I finally nodded timidly as the orc continued to grin. She turned to another group of orcs and waved them over. They seemed to snicker as they walked over. They sat down around me, either sinking into the water beside me or letting their legs hang in the water. I sank down slightly as the crowd around me grew. I could easily handle one-on-one interaction, but crowds made me a bit nervous. My exposed nature, even in a submerged state, didn't help my disposition. It took a minute for their laughs to finally die down.

“So, what is he like? Your warrior friend?” One of them finally asked. The others seemed to giggle and gently slapped her.

I stammered out a response nervously. “W-what?”

They giggled again. “You know what we mean.” Another piped up. “The two of you, alone in that barn. We know how bored you outsiders get.” I blushed and sank down further as I realized what they meant. They started giggling again as they saw my discomfort. “So, what is he like?” The orc asked again. “Is he gentle? Is he rough? Does his size overwhelm you?”

I gulped as I tried to pull my mind away from the double entendre. “I-It's not like that between us. It's nowhere near that.”

The crowd gasped as they heard me. “You mean you have not copulated yet?” One of them asked, surprised. “What did you do when he came home covered in the blood of his victims?”

My stomach churned as I recalled the sight of a blood-soaked Dexter in the doorway. “I did what any sensible person with some knowledge on first-aid would do,” I replied defensively. “I cleaned him off and treated his wounds as best I could. Nothing like that happened between us.”

They groaned as I spoke. “Did you not even consider ‘thanking him'?” Another asked.

I scoffed at the notion. “I was more concerned with keeping him alive than having sex him,” I said indignantly. “Why would I fuck him when he's bleeding out in front of me?”

The group of orcs seemed to consider my words for a minute. “He was bleeding?” One of them finally asked. “Did he not search for a mage to heal his wounds?”

I shook my head. “At that point, he didn't think magic existed,” I replied dismissively. “He walked in the door with a bottle of beer and an explanation on where a spool of string was. I spent the next couple of hours closing his wounds.”

The orcs nodded as they heard my explanation. “But what about after?” One of them asked curiously. I stared at her timidly. “We know he eventually got healed by Garahk, did you do it then?”

I shook my head. They groaned in despair. “We don't have that kind of relationship,” I repeated defensively. “We live in the same building and work together for some things. Most people would call that a roommate, not an actual partner” They all let out a sigh, except for one of them.

She was the one that had initially approached me and was staring at me intently. “So, you are saying he may be available.” She remarked curiously. My eyes went wide as I realized what she was implying.

The other orcs started laughing as the ones around her gently slapped her. “You are such a deviant, Glasha.” One of them piped up. “You were disappointed in missing out on Him so now you want to bed this new outsider.”

I turned to her, shocked. “I thought all the orcs hated him,” I questioned. “You hate him so much you don't even want to say his name.”

She waved me off nonchalantly. “That was after the whole death of the Chieftess.” She replied defensively. “Before that, he was a real charmer. He even bedded a few lucky orcs.” I placed my free hand on my mouth at that statement. The group started giggling again as they saw my distress. “Don't tell me you haven't considered bedding your friend.” The orc continued. “Your heart doesn't race? You're not filled with this warm feeling after hearing how he bested a dozen elves?” I looked away as her words ate at my resolve.

My mind wandered back to that morning Dexter was passed out on the table. I'd done my best to barricade the doors to the barn and had spent most of that morning cowering in a stable. Each noise, each sound, each bump set me on edge and poured adrenaline into my body. When Dexter had finally returned I was filled with relief and quickly rushed to open the door. It was quickly replaced with shock when I saw his mangled and bloody form appear in the doorway. I became repulsed and anxious, working tirelessly on his form and trying to fix what I could. I had to wipe tears from my eyes as I mopped up the blood from his stomach. A whirlwind of emotions ran through me as I did my best to patch and sew Dexter back together. I felt unbelievably relieved when he praised me for my rushed stitch-work. Looking back on it . . I realized I was just scared, scared for his sake. He had risked his life to defend me, risked life and limb for my sake. Here he was just asking for help, asking to be saved as he had saved me, saved me by putting his life on the line. I couldn’t fail him, not when I had done that to him.“No, No, No, that's not what happened. The elves did that to him, not you. You’re not at fault for what happened.” I sank a bit lower as my heart trembled in fear. “You’re not at fault. He doesn’t blame you. He’s just stressed. You can help him, but you need to resolve yourself of blame. I am not to blame.”

I shook my head vigorously as I banished the thoughts from my mind. “We don't have that kind of relationship,” I stated firmly. “We're just friends.” I turned and climbed quickly from the bath, pushing the women aside as I marched back to the changing room. Dexter needed my help, and I couldn’t afford to let anything distract me or him from our mental health. “Something is wrong with him, I can feel it. And Dexter isn't going to get better if you can’t get over your own guilt. He needs psychological help.”

When I got into my change of clothes I ran as quickly as I could back to the barn. It was starting to get dark and I didn't want to get distracted again. “If I'm careful I might be able to glean something from his self-monologues. I just have to be quiet.” I got back to the barn and pulled open the door. Dexter was still standing over the book, reading intently. I closed the door as he voiced a monotone “Hello.” towards me.

I tossed the clothes onto a chair as I walked over. “Did you find something useful?”

Dexter shook his head, keeping his eyes on the book. “Not yet.” He replied. “I'm still trying to figure out how the mana delivers the energy to some of these spells. If I can figure that out a bit more I might be able to come up with something. Right now, it's all just me figuring out their rules.”

I nodded at the explanation. I rubbed my arm as my mind threatened to wander back into that fantasy. “He needs a psychologist.” I reminded myself. “I think I'm going to turn in early,” I stated firmly.

Dexter didn't look up as he nodded. “Alright.” He replied. “I'll try to be quiet.” I stood there for a minute, waiting for him to say something else, but he didn't continue. I let out a sigh as I moved to the stall. “Just rub one out.”



I was back home, lying in bed, comfortable and warm. The covers wrapped me in a soft and warm embrace. I opened my eyes to the pristine extravagance of a pale white room. The linens, the walls, even the curtains were a clean comforting white. I suddenly felt movement to my side and I turned to identify it. It was Dexter's exposed form, calm and comforting. He turned to me with a grin. “Ready for round two?” He asked sensually.

I grinned alongside him as my mind wandered back to our latest encounter. “You know it, baby,” I replied sexily. Dexter grinned as he leaned in close and pulled me into a tender kiss. His warm lips enveloped mine and his tongue gently prodded, encouraging me to allow him entrance. I obliged and responded in kind, breathing increasing as his sparse beard gently scratched my chin. He seemed to grow impatient and moved to nuzzle my neck, sending a chill down my spine with every kiss he planted there. I felt his strong hands making their way up my front, approaching my breasts. I let out a moan as he squeezed them firmly. He let his fingers wander towards my nipples and twisted gently. My heart continued to race as I reached down and firmly grasped his shaft. I faltered as Dexter suddenly spoke.

“I did better today than you've been doing all week.” He stated, a little angrily. I paused as I tried to give context to the statement. I pushed him up so that I could look at him. I now noticed the room was slowly changing from a bright white to a dark red.

I felt my lips tremble as I tried to rationalize his words. “W-what do you mean?” I asked worriedly. Dexter didn't say anything for a minute. So, I tried again. “What do you mean b-” I started, but Dexter interrupted.

His expression grew sour as he spoke and began to scowl at me. “As if you improved at all when you trained with Bulak.” He hissed. His lips formed the words a second after I heard them.

I pushed him off me as the dark red walls started to drip. “W-what are you talking about?” I asked, a little panicked. I felt my body trembling slightly from fear. “I've learned plenty. J-just today I learned abo-”

“Don't blame that on me.” He hissed, interrupting my pleas. “I was trying to help. You just refuse to listen to anyone but yourself.”

I shook my head as realization dawned on me. “This isn't right,” I said weakly. “You're not stable. You need help.” The floor of the room started to fill with a thick dark red liquid. I clamped my hands over my ears and squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to make sense of everything.

Dexter continued to growl as I tried to calm my mind. “You're too impulsive to be trusted with anything,” Dexter muttered, his voice invading my thoughts. “You can't even focus enough to cast a spell.” My eyes shot open as I realized what was happening. I was no longer lying in my bed at home, safe and sound. Instead, I was laying on the sack of hay I was using as a mattress, Dexter's blankets shielding me from the cold winter air. I laid perfectly still as I strained my ears to hear more of Dexter's monologue. “I, on the other hand, had enough sense to know how to stabilize the irregularities and produce a steady spell. . . . Don't use that excuse again. The only one getting in your way is yourself. Not Amelia, not Bulak, and definitely not-” I moved slightly, trying to hear him clearly. Dexter suddenly stopped talking. I could sense him on the other side of the car, frozen in place. I suddenly heard movement and I let my body fall limp to the bed, eyes closing shut. I slowed my breathing and laid there, as still as possible, while I felt his gaze directed at me. I waited for what felt like an hour while my heart pounded in sharp contrast to my slow breaths. I finally heard Dexter move away and resume speaking. I strained my ears to hear. “She seemed pretty drained today, we should call it quits too. . . . We can continue working on spells later, for now, we need rest. . . and a way to fix that damned plural.” I laid there as I heard Dexter climb into the loft and hoist himself into his hammock. I didn't dare move, for fear of him hearing me. Instead, I tried to rationalize his series of statements. “Why's he referring to himself in the plural? He seems fully aware of the fact and legitimately annoyed by the phenomenon. Is this some sort of bleed over from his concussion? That sounds pretty rare, what would the chance of the happening be? Do you really want to go over statistics after you were whisked away from home by a green storm? What exactly are the odds of that happening? . . Fair enough.” I laid there as my heart finally slowed and I could finally think about getting back to sleep. “All's not well in Snakhagr.” was my final thought before drifting back to sleep.



I was the first one to wake up this time. I stretched as I pulled the covers off me and lowered my feet to the floor. “Never thought I'd get used to waking up wearing a guy's shirt.” I thought as I reached for the shirt I'd removed last night to sleep. “The boxers on the other hand. . . It's weird to have so much unnecessary room. . . Though, on Dexter, the room is far from unnecessary.” I pulled the shorts up as I yawned and walked over to the table, expecting Dexter to be standing there. Instead, I saw the spell book open to the entry on Impact. “This one seems kind of useful. Though, it's a little too ‘in your face' for my comfort. It says here the spell needs to make contact with a surface to actually cast. No Impact from a safe distance.” I flipped through the book as I tried to find the basic barrier. The spellbook Brokil had pulled it from seemed more focused on combat spells than the all-around broad stroke this spell book was. I finally found it and began reading.

Dexter woke up what must have been an hour later. “I really need my own way to tell time. . . Maybe I can talk to Urog about that. I think I know enough for her to build something useful.” I'd practiced the barrier enough to considerably reduce the steps I needed to cast it. Dexter voiced a “Good morning.” as he climbed down the ladder. “Did you sleep well?” He asked in his now default monotone voice.

I nodded in response. “Like a log,” I replied, letting my latest barrier dissipate. “And you?”

Dexter just shrugged as he walked over. “A little sleepless.” He replied. “I spent too long planning for the rite.” This time his excuse sounded rehearsed. I paused as I considered pressing him but decided against it. “He needs time . . . Maybe after the funeral. . . But for right now he needs time.” I turned back to practicing the spell. Dexter stepped next to me as he joined my practice session.

Brokil arrived first again, this time he carried a large staff as he walked in the door. “This should allow us to gauge your mana pool.” He said, setting his bag down and waving the staff. It was topped with a large blue crystal, clutching it like a claw. He waved me over as he explained how it worked. “I apply a small amount of mana and it uses that to compare the mana within you.” He pointed the crystal at me. “I have modified it to display above the crystal as opposed to within it. That should ensure that I'm able to correctly read the display it creates.” He looked up at me as he widened his stance. “Ready?” He asked. I shifted slightly as I nodded. He nodded in response and turned back to the crystal. He adjusted his grip and suddenly seemed to focus on the blue gemstone. It glowed briefly, and a small black cloud appeared above it. I waited for Brokil to say something, but he just frowned at the cloud. “Odd.” He stated.

I looked up at him. “What?” I asked.

Brokil waved at the cloud. “It should be displaying something.” He replied. “A set of numerals representative of your mana pool, but . . . there is nothing.” I turned back to the staff as Brokil set it on the table and pulled an old book out of his bag. The cloud dissipated. “I am certain I ingrained enchantment correctly.” He growled, flipping through the pages. “I even tested it on fellow mages at the Institute. It worked perfectly on them. Is there a difference if used on an outsider?” I looked over his shoulder at the page he was reading. It was a detailed description of the enchantment, but I couldn't make heads or tails of it. I noticed Dexter approaching the staff on the table. I turned to him as he picked it up and pointed it at us.

His brow furrowed briefly as he looked at the gemstone. “You just give it some mana?” Dexter asked. Brokil nodded, not looking up from his notes. Dexter turned back to the crystal and pointed it at Brokil. He seemed to focus on it as a cloud materialized above the crystal. A series of white Orcish numerals appeared in the cloud, I can only assume quantifying Brokil's mana pool. Dexter then pointed the staff at me and the symbols vanished. He switched the direction between the two of us as he seemed to think deeply. “What if it’s working fine.” He suddenly asked, pointing the staff back at me. “I can see your mana. I don't see why it's not representing Amelia's.”

Brokil shook his head insistently as he looked up from his notes. “It is meant to display the numerical representation of mana, but it appears to be failing.” Brokil insisted, looking down at his notes again. Dexter seemed to consider for a minute.

“What if it is the right representation?” He asked calmly. Brokil turned to stare at him.

“What do you mean?” He asked.

Dexter shrugged, placing the butt of the staff on the ground. “How do you guys represent zero?” He asked. “What do you do when you want to say you have nothing of something?”

Brokil seemed to consider for a moment. “We would leave the column blank or indicate it with words,” Brokil replied. “But what does that have to do with this?”

Dexter turned to the gemstone now by his head. “What if this is the blank column?” He asked, looking back at Brokil. Brokil tilted his head as he considered Dexter's words.

I turned to Dexter, justifiably concerned. “Are you saying I have no mana?” I asked.

Dexter shrugged, letting the staff rest on his shoulder. “It might be possible.” He replied, scratching his head. “We have no idea how magic works. There might be a reason our world hasn’t discovered it.”

He turned back to Brokil, expectantly. Brokil stayed silent for a moment as he face twisted in thought. “I have not heard of such a phenomenon.” He replied curiously. “I have heard of people with large amounts of mana, with little ability to wield it. But, I have yet to hear of a mage with your level of skill that does not have the mana to wield it.”

Dexter seemed to consider a moment, then flipped the staff around, presenting the handle to Brokil. “There's a first time for everything.” He stated unusually calmly. Brokil looked at the handle hesitantly, then reach out and took it. Dexter took a step back as Brokil widened his stance again and pointed the staff at him. The cloud materialized above the crystal and remained void of symbols. Dexter tilted his head slightly as he stared at the cloud. “Interesting.”

Brokil lifted the staff up and rubbed his head with his hand. “This is unheard of.” He repeated. “Does this extend to all outsiders? How can an entire people have no measurable mana yet produce those that wield such monumental skill in the mystic arts.” I looked away as I considered the implications. “No mana means I'll need to draw from my stamina to cast powerful spells. Or, I find a way to squeeze the efficiency out of what I have. Either way, the reasons to build up my stamina just skyrocketed.”

Dexter's voice interrupted my line of thought. “It doesn't matter how.” He stated, rubbing his temple softly. “All that matters is what we do with this new information.”

I turned to him, confused at his reaction, or lack thereof. “You're not the least bit upset at this?” I asked.

Dexter just shrugged. His face remained emotionless as he spoke. “I'm fucking pissed at it, but that doesn't change the facts of the matter.” He replied. “All we can do is work with what we have.”

Brokil seemed to nod at the statement. “I suppose you have a point there.” He confirmed. “This matter may be out of our control. The best that can be done is to work with it.” Dexter nodded as he gestured at Brokil.

“Exactly.” He said. “No point getting worked up about something we can't control. Now let's get back to work.” I stared at him as I considered who he meant when he said ‘we'.



Bulak showed up about two hours later. She knocked firmly on the door as I finally mastered casting the barrier in a single step. Dexter moved to answer the door. “Let's get started.” He said, wasting no time with banter as he pulled open the door and stepped out. I turned to Brokil.

“Is Dexter acting strange to you?” I asked.

Brokil seemed to consider for a moment, then shrugged. “Not more unusual than I have experienced..” He replied. “Though, he was stone still yesterday when I was explaining how to draw from his stamina pool. I thought he'd somehow fallen asleep. He didn't move until I looked at him quizzically. And even then, it was only his head and arm to give me confirmation of his attention.” I rubbed my temple at that statement. “That's definitely out of character. He couldn't even sit still for half a minute when he was sorting through the book. It was always a rhythmic tapping with his fingers or strolling around the table as he sorted the books into piles.” Brokil's voice interrupted my thoughts. “But he was highly receptive of my instructions.” He said. “He caught on almost immediately.” I nodded at Brokil's statement. “That's the only positive aspect to come out of this. . . Why am I so worried? . . . Because you know that when things start to point to something sinister they don't just vanish on their own.”

I rubbed my head as I resigned to waiting for more details. “Let's just resume practicing,” I said begrudgingly.

Brokil nodded as he motioned me to follow him outside. “Given this new development, I am inclined to bring you some mana stones.” He said, pulling open the door.

I looked at him curiously. “Mana stones?” I asked.

Brokil nodded, turning to me as he stood in the doorway. “Stones that are enchanted to store mana.” He explained. “Mages use them to flesh out their spells if they ever run low on personal mana. Given that you and Dexter have none, I feel you shall need to rely on them to cast more powerful spells.” I nodded at the explanation as I followed him outside. I closed the door behind me and saw Dexter and Bulak sparring. I could see what Bulak meant by the unnatural movements. Dexter's actions were almost robotic, like a video game character that had limited animations. I watched as he deflected some strikes from Bulak and returned some of his own. Bulak eventually got the upper hand and landed a strike. Almost immediately Dexter's stance fell away as he panted hard. From where I was, it seemed like Bulak was explaining a defensive technique. After a minute Dexter nodded and returned to his original stance. “That's a lot less fluid than what he was initially doing. It's like he's putting careful thought into each movement.” I turned back to Brokil as I continued to follow him a short ways away. “We shall continue practicing your barrier spell,” Brokil said, turning to me. “This time I intend to show you what occurs when this barrier spell is broken.” I nodded as I took my position opposite him and began to cast the spell. “It still blows my mind that shit like this exists. How have humans not found this out? . . . Well, it seems like we're incapable of storing mana. It's pretty hard to develop something when you don't have the resources to develop it. . . Fair enough.” I turned my attention to Brokil as the barrier materialized in front of me.

Brokil widened his stance and stared at me. He waited for a moment as he appeared to prepare himself for the spell. Suddenly, Brokil thrust his hand forward and a large stream of water came barreling towards me. It hit my barrier and caused a rumble to permeate the field, cracking it. I let in a small gasp as I felt something try and break my concentration, but I refused. I forced my mind to maintain the spell as the stream slowly died and I could see Brokil again. “Holy shit.” I gasped. “I did not expect that.”

Brokil grinned as he straightened and saw my barrier. “I'm impressed. You managed to maintain the spell.” He remarked.  “Most mages would have lost it on the initial impact.”

I nodded, rubbing my head. “It felt like something was trying to pull my attention away,” I replied. “Like a sudden bout of ADHD.”

Brokil tilted his head as he looked at me quizzically. “What manner of ailment is that?” He asked.

I considered for a moment then shrugged. “A disorder categorized by an inability to maintain focus on a single task, hyperactivity, or a general lack of impulse control,” I replied. It was a boring but concise explanation of the condition, something I probably studied countless times over.

Brokil just continued to stare at me. “I am uncertain of what that would imply.” He prodded. “But if you were able to maintain concentration enough to defend against that spell, then I suggest we practice your ability to maintain a spell under stress.”

I nodded as I rubbed my head again. “I guess that's the best course of action,” I replied. “If Dexter follows through with his promise, I can only imagine how many times I'll have to use it.” Brokil nodded as he widened his stance. I prepared for his next strike as a thought ran through my mind. “I just hope he won't try and go overboard, not before I figure out what's wrong with him.”

            

    
        13. The Sullen Army

    
    
    
    
                

'Chameleon'



I quickly descended the short stretch of stairs towards the kitchen. The smell of cooking meat and bread wafted up as I pushed the door open and entered. Various servants were rushing around, preparing dinner for Almar's family. Bronze pans hung from hooks in the ceiling, in easy reach of any servant within. A large cast-iron stove stood in the center of the room, teaming with servants preparing delectable morsels of food; pork, bread, pheasants, and even a slab of beef for Almar himself. The far wall had a recessed firepit, a cast-iron cauldron hanging above a burning fire, thick viscous soup filling the pot. I spotted the reason for my intrusion stirring the cauldron with a long handle. I made my way over to her, slipping between the servants preparing to present the meal. She glanced up as I stopped beside her. “What do you want now?” She asked, turning back to the soup she was stirring. “Can't you see I'm in the middle of something?”

I leaned in close, so the others couldn't hear. “It's about The Aura,” I whispered in her ear. “I think I know where it came from, or at least what event caused it.” She looked up at me as she stopped stirring.

She suddenly turned and snapped her fingers at one of the other servants walking by. “You, Watch this.” She said, pointing at the softly bubbling pot. The servant stopped in his tracks and just stared wide-eyed at her. She let out a sigh. “You don't have to add anything, just keep stirring and take the pot off when it starts to boil.” The servant nodded as stepped to replace her. She motioned for me to follow her, and I obliged. We moved past the servants again and towards the opposite corner of the entrance, towards the pantry. I glanced around at the various platters being loaded with food. “It would be so easy to slip something toxic into the right piece of food. But that would mean the entire kitchen staff, and their families, are executed.” I shook my head slightly as I banished the thought. Whatever was running through my mind had run through the minds just almost every servant in here. Any bad food meant a beating. Attempted poison would result in torture. A poisoning that killed anyone would mean the death of the entire kitchen. God forbid it made it to Almar or his family. This created an atmosphere of fear which meant that every servant was on a constant lookout for an offender. Because many of their actions could mean they'd get punished too. I entered the open pantry and the door was closed behind me. “What is it, Maira?” She asked.

I let out a slow breath as I gathered my thoughts. “Kalise, I think The Aura was caused came from someone in a battle,” I said quietly, still fearful of prying ears. Kalise just stared at me blankly, obviously not convinced. The few dozen or so nymphs in Nione had taken to calling the waves of emotions ‘The Aura' because of the way it washed over the entire city. There wasn't much else that could describe it so fittingly.

Kalise finally let out a sigh as she rubbed her head angrily. “Is that why you interrupted me?” She hissed. “To bring up a discarded theory about The Aura? If you're so sure it was a battle, then where are the armies. You cannot have a battle without armies. We'd have heard of a battle that, but none of the merchants that took the east road saw signs of a battle.”

I shook my head insistently. “It wouldn't be that close,” I whispered defensively. “I think it happened beyond the border of Adympia. Out in orc lands.”

Kalise brought her hand to her face and let out a sigh. “There's no way someone that far away could create such a strong emotional field.” She hissed. “Noone could possibly have such powerful emotions.”

I shook my head again. “What if they were born with loud emotions?” I asked. Kalise just stared at me. “Think about it. There are Nymphs in the city that can sense elves farther away than others. What if the same can be said about the elves we sense?”

Kalise let out an annoyed growl. “That's the difference of a few miles.” She replied heatedly. “Do you realize how loud they'd have to be for us to sense them from that far away.”

I nodded gesturing towards the pantry door. “And that is why I think The Aura came from someone in a battle,” I whispered excitedly. “And I think I know what the battle was about.”

Kalise continued to stare at me, again unconvinced. “What?” She hissed angrily. “What makes you so sure of yourself? What could you possibly know that would lead you to that idea?”

I grinned as I replayed my thought process. “You know the one that escaped? What's her name, the outsider, the one Almar named the Canary.” I whispered.

Kalise nodded warily. “Almar sent out some of the city's soldiers to track her down.” She replied. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

I grinned again. “I know of a letter that Almar received from his commander, Vulen, that claimed he was close to retrie-”

The pantry door suddenly flew open as a servant came looking for Kalise. “Po, everything is ready. Do you want us to wait on you or. . .” Kalise gritted her teeth at the sound of her given name. At least the other servants were allowed to shorten it from the full name, ‘Hippo'. I looked at her. Despite the fact that she was a nymph, she'd kept the same appearance from when she'd first came under Almar's servitude. She didn't want to be some trophy slave. So, she made herself as unappealing and uninteresting as possible. Her form matched that of an elf almost perfectly, except for her own touches. She puffed herself out and made herself look as fat as possible, though definitely thinner than Almar himself. Her skin was the lightest of greys and her ears were comparatively small on her head. Her mouth was wider than I thought possible, her brown eyes were impossibly dull, and her nose seemed to be pressed by an unseen force, making the rest of her fat face appear even fatter. Her brown hair was short and in a state of permanent chaos. According to Almar, she looked shockingly like a ‘Hippopotamus', and had taken to call her ‘Hippo'. Over the years it had become somewhat of an insult to her, even the shortened version.

Kalise gestured at the servant angrily. “Just go. Serve it.” She barked. The servant nodded and retreated back into the kitchen closing the door behind him. Kalise turned back to me. “What does a letter have to do with anything?” She whispered. “The soldiers would've been searching along the border, not into orc lands.” She lifted her wrists. “These things don't come off.” She continued to hiss. “How do you expect anyone, even an outsider, to withstand the pain they inflict?” I looked down at the silver bracelets encircling her wrist. I gently rubbed mine as I remembered how painful they could get. Almar could easily afford the gold variant but claimed he enjoyed the aesthetic of the silver more.

I shook my head as I turned my attention back to Kalise. “I don't know how, but I know it wasn't the Canary,” I whispered. “The Aura wasn't familiar at all. I'd have known if it was her.” Kalise just scowled as I tested her patience. “But, I'm positive The Aura was from a battle, possibly over her, and I'm certain that it came from beyond the border. The events coincide almost perfectly.”

Kalise brought her hand to her face again and let out another sigh. “And you think that the army just happened across an outsider, and they decided to fight?” She whispered angrily. “I don't know about you, but I'm pretty sure an outsider, even one equipped with countless outsider weapons, can't stand up to an entire army.”

I shrugged at the suggestion. “It could have been an orc,” I whispered defensively. Kalise’s scowl grew as she tilted her head back in annoyance. I continued defensively as I felt her discontent with the conversation grow. “Oh, come on, an army wandering into orc lands, they're bound to find a group of them wandering about. And judging from the sequence of emotions, it was from something important. Possibly something that resulted in the taking of a life, or multiple lives.” Kalise continued to glare. “And if it's something that can bring out such powerful emotion, all it takes is being born with an intense emotional field to be heard from that far away.” I pursed my lips, biting them softly, as I finally finished explaining my theory.

Kalise just stared at me, finally letting out another aggravated sigh. “I don't even have time to explain to you why you're wrong.” She said, stepping towards the door. She suddenly stopped as she reached for the handle. She turned back to me. “Actually, it's going to eat at me if I don't.” She walked back over, stopping just in front of me. “Firstly, I've never heard of an extreme case when a nymph can sense a stranger from a hundred miles away, let alone any elf or outsider having a similar condition that makes their emotions powerful enough to hear at that distance.” I was about to interject, but Kalise continued too quickly. “And I know it's not an orc, because the orcs are a monstrously barbaric race that barely understands what a trade agreement is. I know for certain that Nione had to spell out the entire agreement for that one village to even accept it, and even then, they don't seem to understand it completely. For sard's sake, they brand those that they call Champion.”

I nodded and rubbed my head as her words came flooding out. “You can't consider, for even one moment, that The Aura came from someone, even an orc, in a battle out in orc lands?” I asked desperately. Kalise stopped for a moment to consider.

She let another sigh as she let her head fall into her hand. “Maira . . . I can see it as a possibility.” She eventually replied. “But it sounds like you're trying to connect details that seem to be completely unrelated. You're even suggesting that the city's soldiers were somehow involved in The Aura. . . And that's just something that I find impossible to believe. The number of events that would have to perfectly coincide for your idea to be what happened are . . unimaginable. Not to mention the evidence today that seems to contradict your theory.”

I nodded as I rubbed my head. “I don't have a lot to go on, I know this, but I am confident that it is what happened,”

Kalise let out another low sigh. “Then how do you explain what some of the other nymphs say?” she asked. “Some of them claim to still be able to sense it. Are you saying whatever caused the Aura managed to survive a battle against elves enhanced with outsider magic?”

I shrugged defensively. “I can not make any assumptions about today, but I can guess at what events might have led to the Aura.” Kalise looked to the side as she considered my words.

She finally let out another sigh as she pointed deliberately at me. “If . . . IF . . . you're right about this, I cannot bear to imagine what it would mean for Nione, for Adympia, for its people. . . If a creature . . if an orc . . . is able to withstand elves, trained elves, additionally enhanced with outsider magic, I do not see much being able to stop such a monster.” I nodded as I took in her words. The orcs were well known for their barbaric nature and their lack of empathy. If one of them managed to take on an elf army and survive . . . nothing short of a miracle would be able to stop it.

I nodded and rubbed my shoulder as I took a step back and reconsidered my proposal. “I-it's just an idea,” I said reflexively. “With all things considered, I might be de-” I stopped as I heard new emotions permeate the city. They were soft, quiet, almost imperceptible.

Kalise looked up at me, confused at my sudden halt. “What i-” She began. I quickly held up a finger to silence her. She paused, then I saw her eyes grow wide. I could make out the emotions now. All the same, all quiet as could be. Fear fear fear fear Fear I could tell they were the soldiers, maybe some of the ones that had left the city two weeks ago, but there was something wrong. Normally, the same emotions of different people could be distinguished, like the subtle differences in taste from the same recipe cooked by two different people. But they seemed to mirror each other almost perfectly as if they were all afraid of the same thing for the same reason. The only difference was how intensely each of them was feeling. I turned and wrenched the pantry door open, rushing out and towards the stairway back into the castle. The kitchen was now void of servants as well as food. I heard Kalise voice a “Where are you going?” as I ran up the stairs. I heard her follow me as I searched for a window I could look out of. The wooden hallways were decorated with recesses and engravings, giving the manor a warm and inviting feeling, inverse to Almar’s true nature.

I finally found one and pushed it open, letting the cool winter air penetrate the manor. I gazed out and tried to pinpoint their origin. I looked towards the front door as I sensed the emotions getting close. My eyes went wide as I saw what was causing the waves of emotions. There were half a dozen soldiers at the front door, pale and wide-eyed, seemingly terrified, and shivering slightly. I stared at them as I tried to piece together why I sensed so little from them. From this distance, I should have been able to hear them loud and clear, but it was like a whisper. I saw them talking to the guards at the door.

I turned to Kalise.”The army is back,” I whispered in shock. “Or at least what's left of it.” Kalise's eyes went wide. She moved to look out the window. I stepped aside to allow her as I tried to make sense of it. “Whatever caused the Aura not only survived the army, it sarding defeated it. The rest of them must be down at the barracks. Five hundred elves and something out in orc land sarding defeats it? Sard.”

Kalise turned to me as she stepped back from the window, face pale and panicked.”It defeated the army.” She gasped, rubbing her head. “Five decades of outsider help and an entire city of resources, and something out in orc lands defeated it.”

I shook my head, trying to rationalize the events. “W-we don't know it was the Aura,” I said a little timidly. “It c-could have been unrelated, for all we know they weren't even part of the search party.”

Kalise nodded slowly, obviously not hearing what I said. “Maybe.” She muttered. “But there's a way to find out.” She started moving back along the hall.

It was my turn to voice a “Where are you going?” as I followed Kalise. I followed her through the castle, past old suits of armor in occupied recesses and large portraits of Almar's ancestors. They glared at me and Kalise judgingly as we rushed through the halls. I averted my gaze from the lifeless paintings as I followed my only friend through the manor.

She finally came to a door and gripped the handle, pulling it open slightly as she peered through the gap it created. I followed her lead, positioning my head just above hers. Before me was the entrance hall, a place for Almar to greet guests and consume never-ending quantities of food in front of them. A large door stood at the far end of the hall, large and imposing, perfect for a fictitious display of Almar’s might. I saw Almar and his family, his wife and their two sons, gorging themselves on the feast that Kalise had helped prepare for them. They had their backs to the door, completely oblivious to our intrusion. Almar's sons were as fat as their father and severely entitled, having almost never been told ‘No' in the fifty years of their life. Their mother was a little better, underweighting Almar by a few degrees. At least she had taken care of herself before marrying Almar. They all seemed to have the same silvery blonde hair and bright green eyes. People had initially joked that Almar simply married a younger, thinner, female version of himself. But now they were all approaching Almar's grotesque physique, looking little more than a family of pigs at the tore into their excessive meal. Almar himself sat is a large high back chair, a custom piece of furniture he had ordered once his own father passed. Above his head was engraved an idealized version of the man meant to sit beneath it. It rippled with muscles and held a greatsword aloft, another fictitious display of power that Almar indulged himself with.

I watched with bated breath as I waited for something to happen. A few minutes passed, and I was tempted to ask Kalise what she was looking for when the far door slowly pushed itself open and one of the guards came rushing into the room.

Almar looked up from his food splattered platter. “What is it?” He barked, letting specks of food fly. “Can't you see I'm in the middle of something?”

The guarded bowed slightly as he spoke. “Of course, my lord, but it's urgent.” He replied softly. “Your search party has returned.”

Almar seemed to beam as he heard this. He put the food in his hand down and gestured at the guard. “Of course, send Vulen in.” He said cheerily. “I want a report on his success. I'll have my fun with the Canary later.”

The guard shifted on his feet, nervous about what he was about to say. “M-my lord,” He stuttered timidly. “Vulen is not with them.”

Almar was silent for a minute, stunned at this turn of events. “What?” He asked. His family slowed their own eating as they watched the interaction. “What do you mean he's not here? You say my search party has returned, yet claim Vulen isn't among them?” The guard nodded timidly. “Well, WHERE IS HE?” Almar roared.

The guard shook his head insistently as he gestured pleadingly. “I do not know sire.” He replied. “But he has not returned with the other troops.”

Almar slammed his fist on the table, causing the plates of food to rattle violently. “THEN GET SOMEONE THAT DOES!” He roared. The guard nodded again and retreated back through the door. Almar muttered angrily to himself as the guard disappeared for several minutes. Eventually, another soldier entered the room. I recognized him as one of the soldiers outside. Up close, he looked even paler and completely terrified. His blonde hair was disheveled and dusted with dirt. His eyes screamed fear louder than his actual emotions were screaming. Despite the warm air, he shivered slightly as he walked forward. “Finally.” Almar sighed. “Now tell me, what's this I hear about Vulen not returning?” The soldier continued to shake for a moment before responding. He muttered something imperceptible. Almar slammed his fist into the table again. “SPEAK UP!” He barked.

The soldier finally swallowed and stammered out a response. “H-He didn't make it out of the battle.” He said softly. I glanced down at Kalise at that statement. She didn't react beyond a small gasp of air.

I turned back to the conversation, not wishing to miss a moment of this event. “What do you mean he didn't make it out of the battle?” Almar asked angrily. “And why is this the first I'm hearing of this battle?”

The soldier continued to tremble as he responded. “V-Vulen thought it was in your best interest.” He stuttered.” He was certain of the Canary's presence. H-he attacked . . . and . .” He shivered and refused to continue.

Almar slammed his fist into the table, causing the dishes to clatter again. The feasting finally stopped completely. “Spit. It. Out.” He barked. “What Happened?”

The soldier swallowed nervously. “H-he had reason to suspect your escaped slave was cowering in an orc settlement.” He began. “W-When they refused to surrender her, h-he assaulted the settlement. A-At first it went fine . . . then . . .” He stopped speaking again.

Almar growled standing again and causing the table to scrape against the floor. “SPIT IT OUT!” He roared angrily.

The soldier jumped slightly and slowly continued. “There w-was a complication.” He said defensively. “A-a soldier appeared, and . . .” The soldier shuddered. “It was horrifying. We didn't stand a chance.”

Almar clenched his fist. “What Happened.” He growled.

The soldier stood there for a moment, shivering. “Nothing could stop it.” He finally said. “He tore through dozens of soldiers like they were parchment. Hurting it only made it stronger. . . I don't know what he was. . . but this monster wasn't of this world.” I stared, wide-eyed, at the soldier. He was confirming my worst nightmare. “A monster worse than the orcs? Is such a thing even possible?”

Almar interrupted my internal denial. “Describe it.” He growled, determined to get an answer.

The soldier shook his head. “He looked weak.” He whispered shakily. “Like he'd fold under the weight of a squire. . . But he was a demon on the battlefield. An unkillable machine that tossed us aside like we were a mild inconvenience. . . And his eyes, I can't ever forget them. They burned with fire and seemed to penetrate your soul. That's not even the worst of it. They didn't match.”

Almar slammed his fist into the table again. A plate of bread fell off the edge and scattered rolls across the floor. “LIES!” Almar cried. “Tell me the truth, WHAT HAPPENED?”

The soldier spoke slowly as if he could not believe his own words. “That's what happened.” He stated calmly, his fear replaced with a kind of acceptance. “Our assault was foiled by a monster from another world, a monster with two different eyes.”

Almar gritted his teeth again. “Describe him.” He growled. “I want a face on this monster.”

The soldier shook his head. “I cannot describe his face.” He confessed. “His eyes were too prominent, too distracting. One of them was a violent blue, like a clear sky in the blazing heat. The other was a bright green and brown, like a tree that refused to burn. But his eyes didn't distract from the blood that coated his face. It's like his very gaze drained the life out of you.”

Almar leaned forward, his bulbous arms trembling as he growled another question. “And where is Vulen?”

The soldier stood there for another minute, in disbelief of what he would say next. “He was captured..” He finally replied. “The orcs captured him. The army was in full retreat. We were fleeing from that demon. Vulen tried to confront it. . . . and . . .”

Almar just let out an aggravated sigh, an unusual response to learning of such a damaging loss. “How many?” He growled.

The soldier just stared at him, unsure of Almar’s thoughts. “Sire?” He asked.

Almar slammed his palms onto the table, jolting the platters of food once more. “HOW MANY OF YOU FOOLS DIED?” He bellowed. “How Many Soldiers Need To Be Replaced? What Did You Lose In That Sarding Battle?” He was starting to get angry. His face grew red and specks of spit flew from his mouth as he shouted. “IS IT JUST MEN THAT NEED TO BE REPLACED OR DID YOU LOSE THE SARDING CANNONS TOO?”

The soldier began stuttering again. “W-we lost a little over two hundred soldiers.” He replied. “T-The orcs captured the outsider magic as well. W-we spent the last few days wandering thr-”

Almar slammed his fist on the table again. “I DON'T GIVE A FEXT WHAT YOU'VE BEEN DOING!” He shouted. “I WANT TO KNOW HOW BADLY YOU SARDED UP! HOW YOU COULD LET A SINGLE OUTSIDER SARD UP AN ASSAULT ON AN UNDEREQUIPPED, UNDERTRAINED, PATHETIC ORC VILLAGE!?”

The soldier was growing more anxious again, his fear now his own and unlike what he was feeling before. “I-It wasn't a village sire, it was an entire city.” He stammered.

Almar was silent for a moment, in disbelief of what he had heard. “You WHAT?” He bellowed. He began grabbing random objects from the table and throwing them at the soldier. Food quickly filled the floor in front of him as silverware and plates were scattered. They all fell short as the mess grew bigger. “I SEND YOU OUT WITH FIVE HUNDRED SOLDIERS AND A DOZEN CANNONS, TO CATCH ONE OUTSIDER AND YOU THOUGHT IT WAS A GOOD IDEA TO ASSAULT THE SARDING CAPITAL?”

The soldier stammered out a plea. “B-but Sire, commander Vulen. . .”.

Almar slammed his palm into the table again, silencing the elf’s protesting. “VULEN HAS FAILED ME!” He cried. “He Lost His Title The Instant He Attacked That City! You're My New Commander.” I stared wide-eyed at Almar. He was starting to lose it. Even he seemed to pause at his own statement. The room fell silent as Almar continued to pant in rage. He suddenly pointed squarely at his new commander, growling determinedly as he glared at him. “You are my new commander. Here is my first order for you. No one can know of this. If you, or what's left of your men are asked, you were attacked in the wilderness by wild animals. This demon does not exist. . . . Am I understood?” The soldier nodded timidly. “Then get out.” Almar barked, dismissing the commander with a wave. He quickly retreated back through the door closing it behind him with a large thud. Almar stood there for a minute, breathing heavy, his tomato colored face betraying no emotion besides anger.

After a few moments of growling pants, his wife finally broke the silence. “Are you okay?” She asked softly.

Almar said nothing as he continued to breathe heavily, from anger or exertion I could not tell. “Not a word.” He finally said, pointing towards her. His wife nodded timidly. Almar turned to his sons. They nodded as well, understanding of the deadly gaze he was giving them. Almar finally let out a sigh as he announced something unexpected. “I need to consult someone.” I immediately sensed his intention and yanked Kalise away from the door, dragging her down the hall towards an empty recess. She tried to voice a protest, but I clamped my hand over her mouth, silencing her. I dragged her into an empty alcove and flattened the two of us on the wooden wall within. I waited and listened for the sound of a door, indicating Almar's egress of the room. I finally heard it and listened to his footsteps retreat down the hall, away from where we hid. I finally let go of Kalise as the footsteps died and I tried to make sense of it all.

Kalise coughed briefly as she appeared to panic at the events within the entrance hall. “A demon.” Kalise gasped. “Not just that a demon, one that has allied themselves with the orcs.”

I shook my head, refusing to accept that reality. “It-it can't be,” I whispered desperately. “It has to be something else. Almar seemed certain of it.” I glanced out the recess and down the hallway, sensing Almar's emotions fade further into the manor. I turned back as Kalise shook her head.

She laughed madly as she responded.  “What else could it be?” She asked. “An unknown soldier appears out of nowhere and defeats an elf army that possesses outsider magic. What else could sarding do that?”

I rubbed my head, trying to rationalize. “I do not know,” I whispered desperately. “But I'm sure Almar does.” I glance out the alcove again as I sensed Almar stop. I turned back to Kalise. “Aren't you curious?”

Kalise shook her head insistently. “I am, but I am not suicidal.” Kalise retorted angrily. “Do you realize what he'd do if he found out that we knew?” I nodded as I tried to work up the courage to move. “Forget death, the torture would last for weeks.”

I shook my head as I banished my concerns. “There's no other way to know,” I said calmly, trying to calm my own worries. I turned and crept quietly down the hall, following Almar deep into the castle. I didn't hear Kalise follow me. “It's better that way. At least only one of us would face his wrath.” I silently drifted through the halls again, past the ancestral paintings once more. I followed Almar’s emotional trail, determined to find out who he needed to speak with. I eventually came upon a large oaken door. I could sense Almar’s presence beyond it, a mix of anger and apprehension. I swallowed and stifled my own apprehension as I pushed open the door. A staircase beyond dove deep into the earth, descending into the hill Almar’s manor sat upon.

I swallowed again as I delicately began descending the steps. I treaded lightly to muffle my footsteps on the staircase. The air started to smell old and damp. The wood beneath me turned to stone and grew slick. I walked for several minutes as I approach Almar. I finally stopped outside a door left ajar, chanting and light bleeding through the gap. I flattened myself to the wall as I listened to the muttering intently. I could hear Almar inside, speaking archaic nonsense. I furrowed my brow as I listened to his chanting. “Almar can't cast spells. He is no mage. He is not even a wizard. If he were, he'd have been taken to become a slave like the others.” I leaned to peak through the crack in the door and into the room. The room beyond the door was tiny, little more than a closet, with candles and flowers littered about it. The candles through dancing light upon the petaled flowers. I saw Almar standing in front of a statue, reading aloud from a bit of parchment. Almar was reading intently, letting the words boom within the small room. The statue was that of a person, featureless and pure black, save for the white egg-like mask that carried a single unblinking eye. The statue was smooth and polished on every side. It was kneeling on a short pedestal and presenting an outstretched hand as if it should be holding something in it. Almar suddenly finished and looked at the statue. I waited for a moment, then the statue started to glow softly. The glowing grew brighter as color flooded into the eye, making it sparkle with blue light.

The statue started to move, closing its hand and rising to stand on its pedestal. “Yes, Lord Almar?” The statue asked. “You summoned me?” I stared wide-eyed at it. “The statue TALKED?” Its voice was weird and distorted, like a bag of stone was being manipulated to make noise.

Almar nodded angrily, gesturing about the room. “Obviously,” Almar growled. “What happened at Snakhagr? I send out a search party for my Canary, a search party with cannons and your assurance that you'd watch over them, and they come back in shamble. No cannons, no Canary, and this wild story about a monster with two different eyes.” The statue moved as if to speak again, but Almar continued too quickly. “A monster that just so happens to perfectly fit the description of an outsider you promised me weeks ago. The same outsider that I heard had facilitated my Canary's escape that required me to send out the party in the first place. So, tell me. WHAT HAPPENED?” The statue paused for a minute, appearing unsure if Almar would continue.

I gestured calmingly once Almar finally stopped ranting. “Unfortunately, sire, this outsider seems unique in multiple ways.” The statue finally said in its rock-like voice. “He possesses an unforeseen gift for the mystic arts, a gift that allowed him to push heavily against me and your search party.”

Almar growled low, unsatisfied with this answer. “That is not what I asked.” He barked. “What happened to your supposed mental abilities. You were perfectly capable of luring Leroy back into Adympia when his outsider vehicle survived the Banestorm. So, why could you not do precisely that with this one?”

The statue rubbed its mask, mildly aggravated at Almar’s condemning. “As I said before, this outsider is unique.” The figure replied. “All of my attempts were met with resistance. I could not change his opinion of the monstrous orcs. When the assault occurred, I even attempted to prevent him from performing a dangerous action, but his mind was unfazed. I had to resort to a spell that I'd hoped would minimize the damage he'd cause.”

Almar began pacing angrily, still unsatisfied. “Am I correct in assuming this spell failed?” He barked angrily.

The statue shook his head. “The spell was successful, but it appears the acolyte that designed it failed to inform me of its true effects. His failings have been dealt with”

Almar whipped around to glare at the statue. “So, Try Another One! Force the outsider out of the city and get him back to me.”

The statue shook its head again. “It is not that simple.” The figure replied. “I was fortunate enough to have a small opening for the spell to take effect, but afterward his mind was on constant alert, making even subtle modifications to his psyche nigh impossible. I may have gained an affinity for mental magic, but it is still not yet strong enough.”

Almar began to rub his head angrily, agitated at this news. “So, you have lost control of the one thing that was supposed to bring Nione even greater outsider magic? And now the orcs have it, and are going to be catapulted from a minor inconvenience to a minor threat?” Almar asked angrily.

The statue hesitated for a moment then shook his head. “I wish I was able to tell you that. Unfortunately, something happened in that battle that has encouraged him to seek revenge against the city.”

Almar stood there for a minute, in disbelief of this news. “WHAT?” He roared angrily. “The Outsider That Was Supposed To Fall Under My Control Is Now Plotting Against Me?”

The statue began to nod as he gestured calmingly at Almar. “I do not expect it will be as devastating as you believe.” The statue stated calmly. “He does not appear to be planning that far ahead. He seems to anticipate being able to assault the city on his own. He is not rallying the orcs to aid in his endeavors.”

Almar seemed to let out a sigh at that statement. “How long until you expect him to arrive then?” Almar asked.

The statue seemed to consider for a moment. “I expect within a fortnight.” It finally replied. “I foresee him carrying minimal equipment and begin his puny assault as soon as possible.”

Almar nodded at the statement. He paused for a moment before speaking again. “I shall have Leroy working on additional cannons in case of anything unexpected,” Almar stated as he began pacing again. “If this outsider was able to fend off an army, I don't wish to be caught unawares. And I want your aid in making sure he fails.”

The statue nodded affirmatively. “I'll be able to help more if Nione would share its outsider magic with the rest of Adympia.” The statue stated.

Almar gestured at it dismissively. “You shall receive your cannons when I'm certain that this matter is resolved,” Almar replied angrily. “Until then, you will do as I say, and nothing else.”

The statue paused for a moment then nodded. “And your certain Leroy will help you?” The statue asked.

Almar grinned slyly and nodded as he gestured towards the door behind him. “I sent a guard down with a message and an offering,” Almar replied. “Most recently he's taken to a certain elderly servant. I'm certain he'll help once he understands the severity of the situation.” I suddenly heard a blood-curdling scream from further down the steps. It echoed along the walls and reverberated an emotion of fear and pain in my head. It chilled me to the bone and signaled my retreat back into the body of the manor. I flew quietly up the stairs as I tried to rationalize the conversation I just heard. “Sard it's worse than I thought. Nione is about to get caught between two violent outsiders. There might not even be a city left when they're done.”
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I didn't last very long trying to maintain my barrier. Brokil let me rest in between each attempt, but it still took all my willpower to force the barrier to hold. About an hour later my barrier finally failed and I got to feel what it was like. Thankfully, Brokil didn't transition to a messier spell. In that split second, before the Water Jet nailed me in the chest, I felt like I'd forgotten about something crucial. The equation-like feeling suddenly had a gaping error in it and it felt like my mind just went, “What?” It was intense, like everything I'd been thinking about was suddenly gone and I'd forgotten what I was doing. The water struck my front and pushed me back slightly. The cold water chilled me as I gasped for air, fully aware of the situation again. The water finally died, and I was left partially soaked and shivering. “Holy shit.” I gasped. “I feel like I blanked there for a minute.”

Brokil grinned slightly as he nodded. “That is why I wanted you to experience it.” He explained. “It is simple and sturdy against the most basic spells, but it causes a rather potent detriment if it encounters a strong enough spell.”

I nodded as I tried to wring my shirt out a bit. “I don't imagine it's very useful in a battle,” I remarked.

Brokil nodded in agreement. “It still halts incoming arrows, the odd shortsword, and basic spells, but beyond that, it can be more of a hindrance than a help.” He replied. “It is worsened when you apply more mana to it. Some have lost entire memories after putting too much into their barrier.”

I raise my eyebrow at him. “That's definitely not good,” I remarked.

Brokil nodded, gesturing down the hill and towards the Institute. “Our Institute has mostly remedied the issue. Fortunately, Elder Mother Garahk was able to restore most of the wizards that were affected. We have also managed to find a partial improvement for this spell, but it is still inefficient in a battle.” I nodded as I was about to speak, but stopped as the water around me suddenly vanished. “Huh, I guess spell water doesn't stick around.”

I turned back to Brokil as I flattened the shirt to my midriff again. “So, why teach us the spell at all?” I asked. “If it caused so many problems, why bother teaching it?”

Brokil shrugged, jabbing his thumb towards the barn. “This spell is an example of what could happen if a spell is created without the proper knowledge of the mystic arts.” He explained. “The danger it poses tends to discourage the more foolhardy from creating a spell without properly learning the magic.”

I rubbed my head as I became a little exacerbated at that. “We're not ‘foolhardy', and we certainly aren't about to try and make spells,” I growled. “This spell serves no purpose to us, so we don't need to learn it, and why didn't the book mention the dangers of the spell.”

Brokil raised a finger at that. “Not true.” He countered. “The book did cover the ill effects of the spell, you merely had to turn the page to see them. The spell also demonstrated several points I wanted to make.” I calmed down a bit at that. “Any barriers that are efficient in a situation of conflict take a bit of time to learn, let alone learn to cast under pressure. This spell was created in an attempt to lessen the pressure of time on wizards to learn such defensive spells. Unfortunately, the one that created it did not properly test the barrier, and it was not until the spell became widely used that the issues with it were discovered.”

I gestured impatiently. “Do you mind if you could get to the point of all this?” I asked heatedly.

Brokil nodded. “Suffice to say, several lessons can be learned from this spell.” He continued. He began counting on his fingers. “Not all spells make your work easier. Not all mages know what the spell will do when they are finished creating it, and just because a spell is widely used does not mean it is the best one for the task.” I let out a sigh as he listed his reasons. “I believe there's an additional lesson to be learned from it, but it's best if you come to that conclusion on your own. It is additionally useful as a preemptive for more advanced spells.”

I gave his words some thought. “Is this how Zugorim taught you?” I finally asked, a little confrontational.

Brokil grinned slightly and nodded. “Though, he had me pour more mana into the spell before he demonstrated its negative effects.” He replied. “I was particularly foolhardy when he first started teaching me, but after that incident, I put more care into learning the spells.”

I nodded at his words, calmed by his reasoning. “I guess . . . all that . . . makes sense.” I finally admitted. “If someone has to actually make the spells, you can't expect it to be perfect every time. A spell is only as good as its maker.”

Brokil grinned again as he nodded. “You learn quickly.” He remarked. “Most do not come to that conclusion until they start learning how to create their own spells.” I nodded as I gently rubbed my head. “The spell still isn't useful to us. . . unless. . . “

I turned to Brokil. “The partial solution your guys found, does it have anything to do with deflecting?” I asked cautiously.

Brokil continued to grin as he nodded. “Most astute.” He replied. “Cast your barrier again and I shall demonstrate.” I nodded as I began.

The barrier rematerialized as Brokil gestured with his hands, forming them into a V in front of him. “You should be able to manipulate its shape.” He explained. “Try and fold it into an edge in front of you. Most just imagine manipulating a grassy field into their desired shape.” I nodded as I followed his advice. I imagined the field as a grassy hill, and me a shaper of that hill. I imagined a portion of the hill growing mountains, jutting forward in a wedge against any incoming assault. The barrier slowly bent into my envisioned shape. I could hear a slight hum and felt the spell altar to fit my directions. There was suddenly a pop as the field bent into an angle and grew into a formidable wedge in front of me. It finally stopped, and I gazed at the resulting barrier. It still looked like a forcefield, but instead of its elliptical shape, it now looked like the front of the Titanic, jutted forward to break apart anything in its path. Brokil's voice suddenly drew my attention. “Ready?” He asked, gesturing to prepare his own spell. I nodded as a small ball of water appeared in his hand. Brokil waited for a second before he flung his hand forwards and a massive jet of water came barreling at me. I braced for the disturbing sensation, but it didn't come. Instead, the jet of water struck the point of the barrier and was deflected to either side of me. The sensation it produced returned to the temporary bout of ADHD, definitely something more manageable after that. The water finally died and I could see Brokil again.

I let out a relieved sigh as I gazed at the dripping barrier. “Holy shit.” I gasped. “That's a startling difference.”

Brokil grinned again. “I believe there's another lesson to be learned from that demonstration.” He confirmed, gesturing at the barrier. “Not every issue need be handled head-on. Occasionally an obstacle requires a more creative route.”

I grinned and let out a short laugh at that statement. “There's got to be thousands of stories that teach the very same lesson,” I sighed. “but I'm guessing the orcs don't have the same stories the humans do.”

Brokil nodded in agreement. “It is a valuable and rarely taught lesson,” He stated. “I only wish more could learn this lesson. I fear such a thing is not possible without individual interactions.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh and thought about the literacy rate of the orcs. “Us humans have stories to do exactly that.” I supplied helpfully. “As I said, we have hundreds of books that teach similar lessons. Humans nowadays have access to enough information to fill a thousand libraries.”

Brokil raised his eyebrow in surprise. “That must be quite a building to distribute so much knowledge.” He remarked.

I grinned at the idea. “It's not even that,” I replied. I held up my fingers, forming a rectangle the length and width of my thumb and index fingers, as I continued to talk. “It's a device about this big. It gathers information from places all over the world and displays it to whoever asks for it.”

Brokil's eyebrow went even higher. “I thought you said outsiders don't have magic.” He said.

I let out another laugh. “To anyone that doesn't understand it, it would definitely seem like magic, but it's just science, the same science Dexter's using to make the steel.”

Brokil's eyebrow continued to climb. “Is this ‘device' where you got the knowledge for making the metal?” He asked.

I shook my head and raised my finger at that. “If we were back home, I'd say yes,” I replied. “but since Dexter's phone doesn't have a network to connect to he's had to rely on the books he brought with him to college.”

Brokil stared at me quizzically. “Can he not access the knowledge here?” He asked.

I shook my head again. “His phone doesn't actually hold the information he asks for,” I replied. “It's the worldwide network that holds the information. His phone just displays it for him. He's probably got his personal information and a few games on it, but he wouldn't have anything beyond that. Unless he was one of those paranoid download-everything type people, which he doesn't seem like.”

Brokil just continued to stare at me in disbelief. “I still do not comprehend this.” He stated. “How can such a device exist without the use of magic?” I rubbed my head as I tried to think of a way to explain it.

I finally let out a defeated sigh. “We could be here all day if I try to explain it.” I finally replied. “All you need to know is that humans have access to a ton of information. If they wanted to, they could learn about anything, but most of them just end up using it to play games or read stories.”

Brokil paused to consider my words for a minute. “I suppose you have a point.” He finally admitted. “If the creation of such an artifact is as complex as you claim it to be, now would not be an optimal time to try and simplify it. Fortunately, the same cannot be said for this barrier incantation. There still may be a way for the barrier to be of use to your companion.” I nodded as I turned to glance at Dexter and Bulak. They seemed to be in the middle of a break. Dexter was munching on another plate of ribs, leaving half of it for me to eat later. A bowl of soup sat beside the platter, steaming in the chilly winter air.

I rubbed my head as I recalled his less than stable condition at the moment. “He's not going to be happy about this trick,” I remarked, turning back to Brokil. “He might seem calm, but all it takes is one bad day to set someone off.”

Brokil nodded thoughtfully. “I have already considered.” He replied as he gestured at my barrier. “The barrier can still serve a purpose in the arena. He merely needs to train with its use. If he's particularly skillful in concentration, he shall be able to draw even more use from it.”

I tilted my head as I tried to make sense of his words. “How so?” I asked. “If it causes such a distraction upon breaking, and requires so much concentration, why bother at all?”

It was Brokil's turn to raise a finger. “Because it is possible to manage the detriments.” He replied. I stared at him, confused. Brokil continued as he saw my confusion. “What I mean is, one can learn to minimize the effect through the repeated failure of the barrier. Since you outsiders are only able to use one unit of mana, you will not run the risk other mages encounter when using this spell, not without intention at least.”

I thought about his words for a minute, finding merit behind the logic. “So, if it’s broken repeatedly the mental blank isn't as intense?” I asked.

Brokil nodded. “Though, it has only been claimed by some of the more skilled mages,” He added. “and by their account, it is only noticeable after the shield is broken hundreds, if not a thousand times. Even then, there are still better barriers spells.”

I let out an intrigued hm as I rubbed my chin. “I'm guessing something like that takes months to do?” I asked cautiously.

Brokil nodded affirmatively. “It is not something one is can learn overnight,” He replied. “but if he has the same ability of concentration you have, he may be able to manage with what he has been given.” I nodded as I tried to imagine Dexter's reaction. “If he's referring to himself in the plural, he might have D.I.D. Depending on how many personalities he has, Dexter might not react well to this development, but if he can remain calm enough to hear Brokil out, it might not be so bad. However, that's assuming Dexter's able to withstand Brokil's combat spells. “

I turned back to Brokil. “Choose your words carefully,” I cautioned. “If he gets the wrong idea he might not take it too well.”

Brokil nodded as he glanced at Dexter. “I have given quite a lot of thought to the matter.” He replied assuredly. “I am confident he'll remain calm when I inform him, but for now, let's continue practicing your barrier.” I nodded as another ball of water appeared in Brokil's hand.



After five hours of practicing my barrier, Dexter finally ran out of energy for sparring. He began to walk over, and I let my barrier dissipate. “Ready to switch it up?” He asked flatly.

I nodded, releasing the barrier I was holding. “I think I'm about done with magic for today,” I confirmed, walking past him towards Bulak. “Good luck with your barrier.” Dexter nodded as he approached Brokil so that they could begin his lessons. I moved towards Bulak as she stretched, preparing for my combat training. “Ready to get started?” I asked.

Bulak let out a relaxed sigh and nodded. “I am curious as to how much you retained so far.” She stated. “I covered a fair number of techniques. Most would find difficulty in remembering such a large amount of knowledge.”

I considered for a moment, then shrugged. “There's only one way to find out,” I replied. Bulak nodded again as she began her lesson.



As it turns out, I didn't remember as much as I would have liked. I was able to locate half the points Bulak had pointed out, mostly on the torso, but beyond that, I was completely lost. There was also another list of pressure points Bulak began teaching me when I relearned the points I forgot about. “I am still impressed by how much you recall,” Bulak assured me, guiding my hand through the proper striking technique. “Agrob had spent a week teaching me these vulnerabilities. It took me four days to learn the basic points, and a full month to reliably recall them.”

I nodded as I tried to commit the motion to memory. “I'd imagine,” I replied. “I knew the body could be easily broken if the right pressure was applied, but I didn't know the points were so extensive. You'd think evolution would make a body with fewer weaknesses.”

Bulak just stared at me, confused. “Ev-o-lu-tion?” Bulak asked hesitantly. I did an internal facepalm. “Of course, they don't know about evolution. Hell, we didn't even have germ theory until we made microscopes.”

I let out a sigh as I tried to think of a way to explain it. “It's a very long and very complicated theory.” I finally replied. “However, it essentially boils down to the survival of the fittest. The strong live and pass on their genetics to the next generation, while the weak die off.”

Bulak just stared at me, still confused. “Genetics?” She asked. I let out another sigh. “Right, no knowledge on that either.”

I waved at her as I tried to move onto my point quicker. “That's a whole other conversation,” I replied. “All you need to know about them is that they're what make you, you, your bloodline if you will. You're basically a physical representation of your genetics. It's why you look so similar to your parents, but not to a complete stranger.”

Bulak was silent for a minute, taking in my words. “I do not understand.” She finally replied. “How is our bloodline related to this Ev-o-lu-tion?”

I considered the question for a moment. “It's like this,” I finally replied. “You have the concept of a weak and strong bloodline, correct?” Bulak nodded. “Well, imagine if the weak bloodlines were killed or died off because of their nature. That way, only the strong bloodlines survived. They have children who inherit that bloodline, but after a few generations of that, you start to get children with a weaker bloodline. Soon, the cycle of weak and strong repeats again and again. Eventually, you might get a bloodline that looks nothing like the original, or you get rampant inbreeding as the same bloodline tries to mate with itself. That's the foundational idea of evolution.”

Bulak was silent for another minute. “This is an idea is found in every creature?” She asked.

I considered for a moment, then shrugged. “Not the idea itself, but the same principle of cause and effect is found in all of nature,” I replied. “The ones better equipped to survive, do so, and those that aren't, die. It's how every fathomable creature came to be.”

Bulak tilted her head slightly. “How can you be sure that this is what created them?” She asked. “What makes you outsiders so certain of this theory?”

I let out a long sigh as I considered the myriad of studies performed over the decades. “Consistent and repeatable testing,” I replied simply. “Testing that proves the effects of genetics, and how they influence the chance of survival of an individual. Which can be extrapolated across generations over the course of millions of years.”

Bulak took another minute to process my words. “I still do not understand.” She stated. “What does all that have to do with the pressure points?”

I let out another sigh as I realized where she wasn't making the connection. “Because it's ironic that a proven principle of nature can create bodies that have so many points of failure,” I replied. “After billions of years of evolution, you'd expect us to be better equipped at survival.”

Bulak glanced around at those words. “Is that not what this is?” She asked simply, gesturing around at the city. I glanced around. The combination of greek and medieval architecture contrasted the patches of trees around the city.

The general hustle of the city could be faintly heard as an epiphany harshly shattered my philosophical remark. “You've got a point there,” I replied. “I doubt any other creatures could survive as uniquely as we do. I suppose intelligence is the payoff for having weaker bodies.”

Bulak nodded thoughtfully. “The powerful forms do not appear to benefit the chemisit we hunt.” She remarked. “They fall fairly easily to slay once you've tracked one down.”

I looked at her skeptically. “What's a chemisit?” I asked.

Bulak gestured with her hands as she explained. “A large bear that we hunt for food and cloth. Your carriage accompanied one when we rode back to Snakhagr.”

I nodded as I remembered the mass of fur in front of Dexter's car. “I guess intelligence is handier than we take credit for,” I remarked. “It's what allowed early humans to track large creatures. It's what allows machines like Dexter's car to be brought into reality, and it's what allows cities like Snakhagr to exist.”

Bulak nodded at my monologue. “It's also what allowed us to note the vulnerabilities of the body.” She added. “These techniques took decades to develop. I doubt the creatures of the wild would have the discipline to create such a fighting technique.”

I nodded at the notion. “Another valid point,” I remarked. “I don't think any other animal makes combat such a deadly luxury.”

Bulak grinned slightly as she glanced around again. “Shall we move on to sparring?” She asked suddenly. “If you wish to utilize these techniques, you'll have to do so under pressure.”

I nodded, thinking back to an old factoid. “If it takes ten thousand hours to master a skill. We might as well put a few in now.” I replied. Bulak nodded. She then took a fighting stance and I mimicked her. We were about to begin when a bellow cut the silence of the plateau.

“Then Why The Fuck Would You Teach Me This?” It shouted. Bulak and I turned to the source. I saw Dexter standing in front of Brokil, glaring at him. His eyes seemed to burn with anger as the crack in his glasses glinted off the afternoon sun. “All This Time For Nothing!”

Brokil gestured at Dexter calmingly. “If you would give me a moment t-” He began, but Dexter interrupted.

“I'm Already Pressed For Time. So, Why Would You Waste My Time With This Bullshit!?” He bellowed.

“If I could just explain my-” Brokil tried again, but Dexter was too fast.

“I Thought I'd Get To Learn Something Useful Before I Face God Knows What In The Arena, But Apparently You Just Want To Waste My Fucking Time!” He shouted. Dexter began stomping angrily back towards the barn.

Brokil followed as he tried to reason with him. “You need to learn the lessons all of us learn,” Brokil explained. “I was attempting to teach you multiple lessons at once with this spell. If you would allow me t-”

Dexter turned as he stepped into the barn and grabbed the handle of the door. “Fuck off,” Dexter barked angrily, slamming the door in Brokil's face. I cringed slightly as I tried to imagine Brokil's thoughts. He might not know the full meaning of it, but he sure as hell knew the context of those words.

He turned to me and Bulak, face contorted into a scowl. “Tell him I wish him good fortune with the rite.” He said as he began to stomp away. “He shall receive no more help from me.”

I quickly moved to intercept him before he got too far. “Hang on,” I pleaded. “Can't we talk this out? Just give me some time.”

Brokil shook his head and gestured dismissively. “I have done all I am willing to do.” He growled. “I have tried to open myself to him and he has just spat in my face. I tried to follow your advice, but I believe he is far beyond my help.”

He started to move again, but I blocked his path. “Then let me talk to him.” I pleaded. “Dexter's under a lot of stress right now, and this twist just rubbed him the wrong way.” Brokil just glared at me. I folded my hands together as I pleaded with Brokil. “Please give him another chance. I know I can convince him to be more reasonable.” Brokil was silent for another minute.

He finally let out another aggravated sigh as he gestured again. “Very well,” He finally growled. “but one more interaction like that and I am done. Am I clear?” I nodded. Brokil seems to think for a minute before continuing. “I still will not be returning tomorrow. I have other things to attend to for the funeral. I'll return on Motday.” I nodded again as Brokil trudged around me and down the hill. I rubbed my head as I tried to consider what I'd say to Dexter to calm him down. “How can I possibly begin to console him? He needs time, that’s for sure, but time isn't something either of us has right now. The next few days give us an opportunity, but he still needs time to grieve. Maybe after the funeral. Yeah, that might be an opportune time.” I turned to Bulak as I realized I was getting lost in my thoughts. She was still crouched slightly in her combat stance, waiting for me to say something.

I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head and resigned myself to comforting Dexter. “I think we should call it a day,” I said. “I need some time to calm Dexter down.”

Bulak nodded as she straightened. “I think that is the best course of action.” She affirmed. “Emotion can be a potent fuel, but without direction, you just end up stumbling in the dark.”

I nodded at that last piece of philosophy. “I just hope I know what to say,” I voiced. “You can't exactly reason with someone running on emotions.”

Bulak nodded again. “I am certain the right words will come to you.” She assured me. “If what I heard from Kagan is true, you have a way of convincing others of your perspective.” I nodded slightly, grinning at the memory of our first day in Snakhagr. I looked at Bulak as she motioned down the hill. “As for me, I have my own matters to attend to tomorrow.” She added. She gave me a small half-smile as she turned to me. “Spend tomorrow how you wish. Though, I advise against leaving the barn. There is still animosity towards the two of you.”

I nodded again, grinning softly at her concern. “Thanks for the advice. I'm sure we'll find something to do tomorrow.” Bulak nodded again as she waved goodbye. I turned to the barn as I continued to piece together a plan of action. “No point in waiting it out.” I thought before walking towards the door. If he's allowed to stew he might come to the wrong conclusions, and then it might be impossible to change his mind.”

I pulled open the barn door to confront Dexter about his behavior. Inside, I saw the office chair floating a few feet off the ground, spinning wildly. Dexter was standing next to it, glaring at it angrily. His clenched fist was directed towards it in a feeble attempt to stop the motion. I furrowed my brow as I saw the sweat coating Dexter’s head. “I thought you said you were out of energy from sparring,” I said accusingly.

Dexter didn't so much as glance at me as he responded. “I found more.” He growled. “What does it matter to you anyway? The barrier spell is still fucking useless. If the payoff for protection is memory loss, then I'm going to find a more productive way to use my energy.”

I shook my head slightly. “You don't understand.” I sighed. “He was trying to teach us a lesson. We were burning through spells like they were nothing. We needed to slow down and actually learn from them.” Dexter turned to me.

“You're Taking His Side?” He asked angrily. “He Just Wasted Days Of Our Time. Whatever He Wanted Us To Learn He Could've Just Told Us. We Don't Need Life Lesson Style Bullshit To Take In New Information.”

I felt my face turn into a scowl as Dexter bellowed at me. “Yes, I'm taking his side.” I retorted angrily. “Because he's seen what magic can and can't do. You can't just reject help from people with decades of knowledge and experience. If he thinks we need to learn this lesson, then we need to learn this lesson.”

Dexter threw his hands in the air, exasperated, and let the spinning office chair fall to the floor. It rattled as it hit the ground and slowly stopped spinning. “Then Why Not Just Tell Us?” Dexter asked again. “What Could Possibly Be So Mind Shattering That We Need To Learn It By Training With A Useless Barrier Spell?”

I gestured wildly as I defended Brokil’s ploy. “How about the fact that a spell can be flawed?” I asked angrily. “What about the fact that a lack of knowledge created a spell like that? On top of the fact that not all spells are as easy as Levitate or Illuminate. Apparently, the barrier spells that are worth learning take a long time to learn.”

Dexter growled as he turned to an open chair and moved to sit in it. “Then why bother with this spell?” He asked angrily. “Why not just tell us the facts we need to know instead of this roundabout bullshit? If we need to take something to heart, then he should have just told us. We're not stupid, not me at least.” I felt my jaw clench at that last comment. I strode quickly over to Dexter as I glared at him. “What are y-”

I interrupted him with a sharp slap to the face. His face quickly turned in response to the slap and a red handprint appeared on the side of his face. “How Dare You.” I cried angrily. “How Dare You Say That To My Face. How Dare You Even Have A Notion Like That, After Everything I Did For You. I Sewed Your Fucking Stomach Shut! And You Have The Audacity To Call Me Stupid?” Dexter was silent as I berated his actions. “What Has Possessed You That You're Now Acting Like A Moronic Overgrown Child?” He turned back to me sharply at that last remark. I flinched as I saw a fire burn in his eyes. He scowled at me as he stood up, giving me a harsh reminder of the difference in strength between the two of us. I took a small step back as I continued to stare at him, trying my best to seem intimidating. Dexter stared at me for a minute, then slowly started to clench up, his head tilting to the side as he continued to glare at me. His hands deliberately curled into fists. His jaw gradually hardened in his scowl. His head tilted and his neck seemed to flex as I heard several joints popping. Words couldn't describe the unease I felt as I watched Dexter in this state of rage. It was like watching a fuse on a stick of dynamite slowly be eaten by a flame as you waited for the rod to finally explode. His eyes clenched shut and his fists rose slightly as he inhaled sharply through his nose. His forearms now displayed every curve of his muscles, merely hinting at the power that lay beneath. I took half a step back as I waited for his retaliation. Suddenly, the tension within Dexterchange. His demeanor quickly relaxed as he let out a long breath and unclenched his fists. He appeared to enter a state of zen as his face relaxed out of a scowl and his head straightened on his neck.

He let out another breath before gesturing calmingly, possibly to himself. “You're right.” He said calmingly. “You're right. You're right. You're right.” He seemed to be trying to calm himself more than he was trying to calm me. “That was uncalled for. I shouldn't have let my emotions get the best of me. I'm sorry.” He finally opened his eyes again. They no longer held the rage that burned inside him a moment ago. They were calm and calculating, like a gorilla scanning its surroundings. “Another one-eighty, D.I.D. is starting to look more and more possible. Is this one of his personalities?” “Can you forgive me?” He asked, interrupting my thoughts.

I considered the question for a moment, then hesitantly nodded. “You'll still need to apologize to Brokil,” I remarked. “He wasn't too happy when you slammed the door in his face.”

Dexter nodded as he rubbed his head. “In retrospect, that was a bad move.” He replied. “He was just trying to help, and I was just being selfish. Hopefully, I didn't screw things up too bad. I still need to learn about magic.”

I nodded in agreement. “Brokil threatened to quit,” I replied. “I was able to convince him to stay, but you should tread carefully around him for now.”

Dexter nodded again, his left eye briefly twitching before relaxing again. “Thank you for that.” He sighed. “I'll try to keep a level head when he comes by tomorrow.”

I shook my head. “He's not coming tomorrow,” I explained. “Neither is Bulak. Apparently, they have things to do for the funeral.” I briefly saw Dexter's jaw clench and his left-hand curl into a fist, but almost as quickly he relaxed again.

Dexter nodded as he swallowed and cleared his throat. “Okay.” He said in his calming tone. “It's okay. It'll be good to rest up for the funeral. It gives me time to search through my stuff for something better than a T-shirt and jeans.” He glanced at me. “I don't know what to do with your situation. I don't exactly have a dress for you to wear.” I glanced down at Dexter's oversized shirt. I could faintly see the outline of the undershirt beneath it.

I shrugged, folding my arms in front of me as I gently hugged them. “I'll probably just use the dress that bastard elf gave me. At least I’ll get some meaningful use out of it. I doubt the orcs have anything resembling our idea of funeral attire anyway.”

Dexter nodded again, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Good point.” He said, glancing over at the spellbook. “For now, we should try and explore the limits of Levitate. If our ability to create spells is tied to our understanding of others, we should learn as much as possible.”

I nodded, turning to where the spellbook lay. “Good idea,” I affirmed. “We should find out the rules of spells before we start making our own.”
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We spent the next few hours testing the limits of Levitate. We used Dexter's wrenches as props to see just how much we could do. We found out we could fling the wrenches, though there wasn't much momentum behind it. Dexter described it as a small tap when I tried slamming one of them into him. “A toddler could probably hit harder.” He remarked. We even saw what happened when an outside force interrupted the spell. Dexter had grabbed one of the wrenches I was keeping in the air. The sensation was . . . new. . . The spell was still locked onto it, that much I knew, but it was like it was being forced by a stronger spell into a new location. “Try ripping it from my hand.” He told me. I complied. His hand moved slightly as I tried to pull the wrench from Dexter's fingers, but no luck. “Interesting,” He remarked. “I thought it would be just . . . more. It doesn't take much to resist the spell. Here, you try.” He floated one of his wrenches over to me and I plucked it from the air. He flinched as I brought the wrench closer. “That's interesting.” He said again.

I nodded as I twirled the wrench in my fingers. It put up some resistance, but not enough to stop me from moving it. “It's like the spell is interrupted by a stronger one,” I replied. I tried interpreting the information into something useful. “Doesn't make it very practical in a combat situation. At most you could pick up a small knife. However, even the sharpest knife is pointless when you don't have the force to use it. I doubt you'd be able to pierce the skin with this.”

Dexter nodded at my reasoning. “It doesn't seem very useful,” He remarked. “but it gives us some perspective.” He continued, turning to the floating wrenches. Between the two of us, there were about dozen wrenches floating in the air, not counting the two wrenches me and Dexter held. “There seems to be only so many spells we can maintain. Each one takes a level of concentration as well. Even if we're able to maintain the same spell several times over, it still drains the ambient mana if you try and overlap them.” He brought three of his wrenches close together, causing them to vibrate briefly then fall to the floor.

I nodded at the demonstration. “It makes it impossible for the same spell to affect an object twice,” I remarked.

Dexter nodded, casting levitate on the fallen wrenches. “It's a wonder Brokil was able to make such a substantial fireball with supposedly the same energy.” He countered. “You'd think making something like that would take more energy than lifting a wrench.”

I considered the idea for a minute. “What if it is?” I asked. Dexter just looked at me skeptically. “I mean, what if it is the same energy? The fireball just instantly expends the energy, while Levitate stretches it out over a minute.”

Dexter considered the notion. “The rate of energy expended affects the rate of change in the physical world.” He replied, glancing at me. I nodded. “So, if you stretch the effect of a spell over a long period of time the change it induces is much less than if you compressed the time period.”

I nodded again. “That's my theory,” I added. “and it gives me an idea of how to improve the spell.”

Dexter looked at me skeptically. “How so?” He asked.

I grinned slightly, floating one of the wrenches closer. “What if, instead of levitating ten pounds for one minute, you could levitate twenty pounds for thirty seconds or thirty pounds for twenty seconds?” I asked.

Dexter nodded as he heard my reasoning. “Compress the timeframe, squeeze a greater effect out of the one mana.” He remarked. “Though, you'd end up using the same number of mana either way. That might make the endeavor pointless.”

I shook my head. “Not if you don't give any mana to the spell.” I countered. Dexter looked at me, confused. “Think about it, if we're not actually expending any energy to keep these wrenches in the air, then why would we need to for a spell like that? We'd just need to concentrate to maintain the spell and keep using the mana discount we have.”

Dexter seemed to favor that idea. “We'd be able to use more powerful spells without using any mana.” He remarked. “Though that would mean creating our own spells, and that's not considering other spells wouldn't have the same exploit Levitate has.” I nodded at his reasoning. Dexter suddenly scrunched up his face as he seemed to consider something. “This all still seems so alien.” He remarked. “I mean, we're keeping these wrenches up with our minds. According to all known laws of physics, this shouldn't be possible.”

I nodded as I glanced at the wrenches again. “To think that an entire realm of possibility laid just beyond our reach,” I replied. “Imagine what humans could have done with a power like this. The advances we'd have made.”

Dexter nodded as he glanced at the wrenches again. “Or the terror we'd have wrought.” He countered solemnly. “Only a week in and we're already theorizing ways to improve spells. I'm hesitant to consider what someone like Leroy would've come up with.”

I nodded as I thought about the possibilities. “In the wrong hands, this kind of power would wreak havoc. They could terrorize an entire empire on a whim. Given the right knowledge and information, even a single equation, no one here would be able to stop them.” I turned to Dexter hopefully as he continued to gaze at the wrenches. “But we can counteract them. We can anticipate what he'll come up with and develop something against it.”

Dexter seemed to consider for a minute, then nodded. “Given ample time and resources, we should be able to come up with something.” He replied. “Luckily, we'll soon have plenty of both. But the problem is anticipating what exactly he's come up with. If I knew more about spells and magic I might be able to come up with half a dozen improvements, but I have no way of knowing what Leroy would have created. If I anticipate the wrong maneuver Gashur will end up facing a city of unstoppable elves. It's basically the world's most complicated game of rock paper scissors, expect the penalty of a loss is death.” I nodded again. “Even with the limited knowledge he had access to, he's had fifty years to develop new and creative ways to supply an army. They had enough resources to send cannons after me, it's not hard to imagine that that's just the tip of the iceberg. I glanced around at the floating wrenches. My hypothetical improvement would definitely benefit the orcs, but that's assuming there isn't an unforeseen penalty for such a modification.”

I shook my head and focused on Dexter again as I folded my arms in front of me again. “We'll figure it out,” I stated comfortingly. “Remember, the orcs have two humans, the elves only have one.”

Dexter let out a monotone hm as he thought. “That we know of,” Dexter replied flatly. “For all we know, there might be any number of humans in Nione. He had you, he's got Leroy, and I'm starting to guess I didn't pop out on that slope by accident.”

I furrowed my brow as I stared at him, conflicted at the idea. “What are you implying?” I asked. “That there's some malevolent force that swept us from our home?”

Dexter was silent as he seemed to consider something. “I know one thing.” He finally replied. “Once is an accident, twice is a coincidence, three times is a pattern. Plus, given that they have a name for us beyond ‘stranger', and they have a name for what brought us here, it's safe to assume the three of us aren't the only humans that made it here. Meaning it's happened enough times for it to be given a name. Make of that what you will.” I shook my head as I tried to rationalize the events. “If something brought us here, then surely they wouldn't just let us escape. If they had the power to bring us here, then they'd have the power to recapture us.”

I gestured desperately as I tried to rationalize our situation. “Then why are we still here?” I finally asked. “If they could take us from our world, then why can't they take us from here?”

Dexter was silent as he seemed to ponder something. “I don't know.” He replied. “Maybe it has something to do with whatever spell they used to bring us here. If a broken barrier can induce memory loss, then I can only imagine what conditions a spell like that would create.”

I rubbed my head as I tried to find another explanation. “If the people that evolved here developed the ability to store magical energy. . . Could it be that this planet is unnaturally saturated with mana?” “What if it's just the way the planet is?” I asked desperately. I didn't like the idea of something knowingly targeting and taking me from my home. “What if it's just the condition the planet is in that creates these Banestorms?”

Dexter kept a blank expression as he took another minute to think about my query. “Maybe,” He replied. “But it still denotes a pattern. I doubt we're here purely by accident. Even if we are here by accident, something must have created the conditions that randomly tear people from Earth. Spontaneous teleportation doesn't just happen.” I rubbed my head again as I tried to come up with a counter-argument. “The existence of Banestorms does go against all known facts of reality. With the existence of magic, it's a little more explainable, but the level of skill that . . . why are we arguing about this? We need to focus on Dexter's rite of passage.”

I shook my head as I re-centered myself. “We're getting off track, you still have a rite of go through before we start worrying about what brought us here,” I said quickly.

Dexter was silent for a minute, then nodded. “You're right.” He replied. “We need to stay focused. No point in debating something when there are more pressing matters.” He glanced around the barn as he seemed to think. He suddenly became fixated on one of the tables and cast Levitate as he continued. “You should ask Brokil about that modification. It's a creative improvement to an otherwise mundane spell. I can only imagine how useful it'll be.” I nodded as I watched the Rubik's cube float over.

I turned to Dexter quizzically. He said nothing as he examined the cube. “What are you thinking?” I asked.

Dexter was silent for another minute. He finally answered my question with a question. “How much can we manipulate the objects we're levitating?” He replied. “I mean, if we can lift them, surely we can affect their shape.” I turned back to the cube as I thought about his idea. “I hadn't thought of that. We can change their orientation, but we haven't tried to influence them beyond that. Although, up until now we've only been manipulating simple objects. We haven't been levitating something as complex as a Rubik's cube. “

I turned to the cube as I watched it float there.“Try it,” I voiced encouragingly. Dexter nodded as he extended his index and middle finger towards the cube. He stood there for a moment, then seemed to concentrate as he slowly rotated his hand. The Rubik's cube followed suit, turning in midair.

Dexter let out a frustrated growl then suddenly shook his head slightly and let out a sigh. “That didn't work.” He said simply. “Maybe if . . .” He directed index, middle finger and thumb downwards. After another minute he twisted them. The cube followed Dexter's movement again, spinning in place, but the face didn't turn. Dexter let out another growl. “I guess we can lift the objects, but we can't manipulate them.” He sighed.

I stared at the cube as I slowly came up with an idea. “Maybe it's the method you're using?” I suggested. Dexter turned to me and I quickly continued. “You're trying to turn the faces with one hand, right?” Dexter considered for a moment, then slowly nodded. “Well, if you weren't levitating it you'd use both hands to solve the puzzle. Maybe if you tried to translate that into the spell.”

Dexter considered for a moment, then shook his head. “That's what I'm trying to do.” He replied. “I'm anchoring the center in the air and trying to turn one side, but it's just rotating.” He suddenly turned back to one of the tables. “Try for yourself. Use one of those books.” He suggested, pointing. I turned to the table. A stack of textbooks sat on the edge of it. I nodded as I began to cast Levitate. The book lifted off the top of the stack and floated over. I positioned it so its cover faced me. I directed my palm towards it as I tried to formulate my strategy. “If one hand didn't work for Dexter, I doubt it'll work for me. So how about . . .” I raised both hands up as if the book was in my hands and not floating four feet away. I slowly moved them apart as I tried to project the motion onto the book. I felt a bit of pushback as the pages peeled back and the book slowly opened. A tingling sensation started to spread through my fingers. As if they expected to be there that just . . . wasn't. I finally let out a breath and dropped my hands as I stared at the now open book. The book froze in the air as my invisible fingers left it. The tingling sensation slowly dissipated as I rubbed my fingers together. “Well, that answers that question. It's an interesting side effect though. It's like the nerves react to the lack of expected pressure. I wonder what causes that.”

I turned to Dexter as I began to voice my discovery. “I think I got it.” Dexter and I said, almost simultaneously. I blinked as I saw one of the faces of Rubik's cube turn in the air. I noticed a similar reaction on Dexter when he saw the open book in the air.

Dexter grinned and let out a short laugh as he saw the book. “I guess we should have paid attention to each other,” Dexter remarked, breaking the silence. He gestured to the book as he floated the cube around his hand. “You go first, your solution is probably more interesting than mine.”

I nodded as I glanced at Dexter's clutching hand. “Well it's like I said before, I had to use two hands to manipulate the book. I think trying to physically affect a turn might have overruled any non-physical effects you were projecting onto the cube.”

Dexter was silent as he seemed to consider my words. “I guess that makes sense.” He finally replied. “A mental projection of action would logically be weaker without an accompanying motion. I guess that's why this works.” He suddenly turned back to the cube and began rotating one of the faces. His thumb and middle finger remained still while his index finger flexed, causing the side to turn. He rotated the face all the way around before he turned back to me. “That answers that question.” He continued. “Though, it makes the spell kind of pointless if we have to add motion to the actions. We might as well pick the thing up and manipulate it ourselves.”

I thought about it for a minute, then shook my head. “Maybe not.” Dexter turned to me, confused. I closed the floating book as I explained. “If I can get that modification working, we might be able to use Levitate to alter something we couldn't alter ourselves.”

Dexter seemed to think for a minute. “You think it'll be proportional?” He asked. “If it can lift more, do you think it'll be able to do that?”

I shrugged, bringing the book into my hands. “There's only one way to find out,” I replied. “Plus, if the barrier can improve with repeated failure, then maybe Levitate can also improve with repeated use. If we practice enough, we might not need to add motion at all.”

Dexter was silent for another minute, then nodded again. “You've got a point there,” He said, glancing at his watch. “but it's getting late. We should think about turning in. We can test the spell a bit more in the morning. For now, we should rest up. We want to be ready for when we continue training next week.”

I nodded as I set the book on a table and stretched. “We can give this some more thought after we get some sleep,” I said, moving the wrenches back over to the bucket. I helped Dexter pack up before crawling into bed. “Hopefully, whatever Dexter is going through isn't going to spiral out of control. He needs to be focused on his rite of passage.” I drifted off to sleep with one more thought floating through my mind. “We can deal with whatever comes after, but he needs to get through this first.”



I lounged lazily on a blanket overlooking a grassy field. The sun radiated softly through the green leaves, warming the air around me. I could hear birds chirping softly in the distance. A small forest sat off to my left and radiated a lush green hue. I sat there as I enjoyed the warm air, feet gently tilting from side to side. I heard a noise a short way away and turned to the source. Dexter and Bailey sat on a neighboring blanket, chatting nonchalantly. Her dark hair drifted slightly in the wind. A picnic basket sat beside them. I watched as Dexter reached into the basket, pulled out an orange, and offered it to her. I watched as she smiled, displaying oversized canines, and leaned forward to bite into the strawberry. I suddenly heard a noise behind me and turned to identify it. I looked up and saw Dexter standing above me, autumn leaves giving a stark contrast to his blue eyes. “Mind if I join you?” He asked, holding up a basket of his own. I quickly glance back at the other blanket, finally noticing that Dexter's hazel eyes.

I turned back to the Dexter beside me as I stammered out a response. “S-sure.” He grinned as he sat down. He placed the basket between us and began rummaging through it. I rubbed my bare hands together as my face started to chill in the cold air. Dexter finally pulled out a plate wrapped in foil and handed it to me. I reached out with my gloved hands and took the mug. I looked inside at the steaming brown liquid. Dexter pulled out a second mug of hot cocoa, bringing it to his lips and sipping. I followed suit as I looked out over the snowy field. The bare trees were sticking out from the snow like clutching hands, bending slightly in the wind. The warm chocolate slid smoothly down my throat, filling my stomach with its warmth.

“You think your modification will work?” Dexter suddenly asked. I jumped slightly at the unexpected question.

I held the mug close to my face, trying to protect against the cold air, as I considered his question. “Maybe,” I finally replied. “But I don't know enough about magic to give a definitive answer. For all I know, it could turn out like that barrier spell.”

Dexter tilted his head, confused. “What barrier spell?” He asked, voice distorting near the end. I paused as I turned to stare at him. Something about that sat very wrong with me. I lifted the mug to my lips again, in hopes of delaying an answer, but nothing flowed out, prompting me to lower it again. The liquid inside was frozen solid, with a small layer of frost coating the top. “What barrier spell?” Dexter asked again in that distorted voice. It was like he had a tickle in his throat that he was completely oblivious to.

I paused as I noticed his mug was still steaming. “You know the one,” I said a little defensively. “The one you had a tantrum over.” I jumped slightly as Dexter's face suddenly morphed, overlapping with itself as it seemed to try and decide which emotion to display.

After a second it settled on recognition and he finally replied. “Ah yes, that barrier spell.” His distorted voice said. It barely sounded like Dexter anymore. It was deeper and seemed to reverberate off invisible walls. I felt extremely uneasy. “But as a reminder, could you explain your modification again?” He asked quickly, seeming to sense my discomfort. I was tempted to answer, but my instincts told me otherwise. I sat there for a minute, hoping for something to change. Dexter grinned slightly and put his hand on my shoulder. “Come on, you can trust me. I'm your friend.” His voice changed again, it no longer sounded disturbing. It was more relaxing, comforting even. “Just tell me how you'll improve that spell,” Dexter said again. I sat there, overwhelmed by the urge to tell him.

I finally relented and turned to begin explaining but was interrupted as a muffled scream reverberated through the forest. I jumped to my feet and turned to where Dexter and Bailey were. The scene before me was pure chaos. The blanket was twisted and crumpled in the snow. The snow itself was trampled, scattered footprints and indents dotted the landscape. A trail of footprints led into the forest. “Dexter!” I cried, sprinting towards the trail. The snow beneath me crumpled with each step, slowing my progress.

I heard the voice behind me shout. “Wait! Get back here. You haven't told me about the improvement!” It cried. A similar feeling as before was over me, encouraging me to obey him, but I ignored it. I ran as quickly as I could, following the footprints deep into the forest. The twisted and mangled trees grew higher as I followed the trail. Each step was agonizingly slow, causing me to sink deeper into the snow. I heard the shout again, this time it sounded angry, and I tried desperately to go faster. I was practically wading through the snow when I finally came to a clearing. I saw two figures in the middle of the field. One seemed to be made of pure black stone and larger than life. The other was Dexter, equally as large as the stone figure. They grappled roughly with each other as they both tried to throw the other into the snow.

I reached out an arm to them as I sank further in the white powder. “Dexter!” I shouted, trying to get his attention. He ignored me as he continued to punch the opposing figure. Every blow caused shockwaves to wash over me. I waded desperately closer as the snow continued to rise.

I could hear snippets of conversation as Dexter seemed to bellow at the figure. “would've hurt . . . . irrational . . . . pointless . . . . detriment . .” The stone figure said nothing as it continued to grapple with Dexter. I suddenly felt the snow beneath me give way and I sank to my waist in snow.

I reached towards the two figures, desperate to stop them. “Dexter!” I cried again. He didn't seem to hear me. He just continued to slam into the black figure. I was close enough to make out the details of the figures. Dexter was cut in multiple places, staining the snow around him with blood. The black figure seemed to be cracked in several places. Chips of stone were falling from it as it and Dexter continued to struggle. I tried to pull myself out of the snow, but I just sank further. I let out a yelp as the snow around me suddenly turned to quicksand. The sand stuck to my body as it plunged my legs into a tingly warmth. I continued to struggle as I tried to pull myself out of this steadily rising trap. I reached out again, this time desperate for help. “Dexter!” I shouted.

He didn't react at all. He just continued to pummel the stone figure, the shockwaves causing me to sink faster. I heard a few more words before my head sank below the soil. “rest day . . . dress clothes . . . funeral . . .” Despite my proximity, Dexter still sounded far away, like I was listening to him through a tube. I began to suffocate as the sand smothered me, blocking my ability to breathe. I struggled to swim upwards as Dexter’s words echoed in my head. “That just doesn’t make sense. Why would they be fighting about dress clothes? Unle-” Despite the smothering sand, I took in a sharp breath as I finally realized what was happening. “This is a dream!”

I sat bolt upright in bed, panting. The air around me was freezing, causing each breath to chill my lungs. I clenched my eyes shut again as I tried to push the dream out of my conscious mind. “Great, now I'm having nightmares. The last thing I need is to worry abo-” bam A loud noise interrupted my train of thought. I immediately looked up at the ceiling. The boards making up the floor of the loft blocked my view of the source, but I could tell who was making the noise. I could even hear a few words floating down. “won't help . . freeze . .” I turned and slipped out of bed. The floor was just as cold as the air. The only semblance of warmth was the bed I was leaving behind. “A cold front must have come through.” I thought, pulling my hair into its usual ponytail. I stepped out into the barn and looked up at the loft. I could see the back of Dexter's head. He seemed intently focused on his task, oblivious to the ruckus he was making. I let out a sigh and moved to climb the ladder. I heard Dexter mutter to himself again as I reached the top. “This still seems kind of pointless. I'm just punching this post. . . . I know what Bruce Lee said, but there's not enough time to practice that much.” I poked my head above the edge and saw Dexter, shirtless, standing in front of one of the beams jutting from the floor. “What, you expect to be able to take out an animal with this?” He proceeded to punch the post, causing his muscles to flex. I paused, mildly impressed.

Dexter didn't look athletic. His body glistened with sweat. Small trails of wispy hair descended from his back. Whatever muscles hugging his torso were covered by a small layer of fat, though he seemed to tire a bit slower than average and his arms told another story. Every movement of his hand seemed to ripple across his bulging forearms. His biceps seemed to swell from the rest of his arm, and his deltoids looked like deflated balloons. Overall, he looked better than the orcs around us, he was more defined and the hairs covering his body were sparser than theirs. He even had less fat than the weightlifting orcs, but there was room for improvement. Dexter continued rambling as I stood there and watched him. “Even that was painful. There's no way that'll work in the arena. . . . Wearing a gauntlet isn't going to make it any better. It'd still have to be hard enough t-” He suddenly froze like a deer in headlights as he turned and saw me. “Hi.” He said calmly. I said nothing as I waved at him. “How long have you been watching?” He asked hesitantly.

I climbed the rest of the way up as I answered. “Just a minute or two,” I replied, brushing myself off. “How long have you been up?”

Dexter shrugged, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. “Ten minutes at most.” He replied flatly. “I decided to work out a bit before I go looking for my clothes for tomorrow.”

I tilted my head as I looked at his sweat speckled body. “That's a lot of sweat for a few minutes of exercise,” I remarked.

Dexter nodded as he wiped his forearm. “My family has overactive sweat glands.” He explained. “It only takes a few minutes for us to work up a sweat.”

I scrunched up my nose at the thought. “Ew,” I remarked.

Dexter nodded as he wiped away the sweat on his neck. “My thoughts exactly,” He said, wiping his other forearm. “but there's nothing I can do about it so I just live with it. At this point, I'm used to it. Most of this is from the hammock anyway.”

I furrowed my brows as I felt a chilly breezy rush through the loft. “You're not cold?” I asked, shivering.

Dexter shook his head as he shrugged. “Again, most of the sweat is from all the blankets I piled on the hammock.” He replied. “I think this is just what's left condensing on my skin.” I nodded as I watched him wipe his other forearm. “It's not that cold anyway. I'll just have to pull out my long sleeve shirt when I'm done.”

I nodded again as I glanced down at the tables below. “You sure you'll be able to find something for the funeral?” I asked.

Dexter was silent for a minute, then slowly nodded. “I know I packed something more appropriate.” He finally replied. “It's just a matter of finding them.” I nodded again as I glanced at the chair that had become our laundry hamper. “That dress thing should be on the bottom. Though the colors are so ugly. I'm almost tempted to just go in black shorts and one of Dexter's dark T-shirts.” Dexter's voice interrupted my inner dialogue. “You sure you'll be fine with that tunic?” He asked.

I thought about it for another second, remembering who it came from. “I think so.” I finally replied. “The only problem I have with it is the color. It's a little bright for a funeral.”

Dexter shrugged, glancing down at the tables as well. “The orcs won't notice anyway.” Hecountered. “Whatever we wear, they'll probably think it's part of our culture. . . . It just doesn't feel right to go to a funeral is such casual attire.”

I nodded as I glanced at the jeans he was still wearing. “What about your jeans?” I asked. “How long before we need to start washing the clothes we've used?”

Dexter let out a small hm as he glanced down at his denim-clad legs. “A few days at the latest.” He replied, rubbing the deep blue navy of his pants. “I might spend some time today searching through that spellbook for a water jet spell.”

I nodded as I moved back over to the ladder. “Well, don't work yourself too hard,” I said, beginning to climb down. “You don't want to tire yourself out before the rite.”

A brief grin flashed across Dexter's face before he returned to his neutral expression. “I'll just be a few more minutes.” He assured me. I nodded as I disappeared over the edge. I dropped to the floor and turned to the mess of tables and chairs. “Might as well clean up a bit, once I get my wardrobe sorted out.”



Our rest day was, thankfully, uneventful. I pulled out the dress that bastard elf had given me. The fabric was some type of wool. From what I knew about fabrics it seemed to be woven in such a way as to reduce tearing. It was magnitudes better than the animal skins the orcs wore, but still rough and uncomfortable by modern standards. After a week of sitting in the pile, it had become dry and wrinkly. I looked over as I heard Dexter climb down from the loft. His usual T-shirt was replaced by another grey long-sleeve shirt, protecting him against the chilly air. He didn't say anything as he moved over to the last box of clothes behind his car and out of my line of sight. I left him alone as I busied myself with my own outfit. I draped it on one of the open tables and did my best to smooth it out. “If I end up making clothes for the orcs, the next thing to do would be reinventing their methods of wash. A decent detergent would go a long way in preserving the fabrics.” Once I was finished reorienting the dress, I started looking for everything else I'd need for the funeral.

I scavenged about for some footwear I could borrow from Dexter. I'd spent the last two weeks going barefoot, but that was starting to wear on my feet. “Dexter already has the shoes he's wearing and judging from all the extra clothing those aren't his only pair.” I searched through the tables of stuff until I found a pair of worn-out sneakers. “They're a bit big,” I thought, holding the shoe up to my own foot. “but it's better than walking around barefoot.” I placed them with the dress as I went to check on Dexter.

As I turned the corner, I saw him rummaging through his own box. He'd already pulled out more T-shirts, some with their price tags still attached, and was just pulling out a new pair of dark blue khakis. “Find what you were looking for?” I asked.

Dexter glanced at me as he put the pants in a separate pile. “Right where I expected them to be.” He replied in his monotone voice, reaching into the box and pulling out a dark red button-up shirt. He seemed a little upset as he stared at the folded shirt. It started to dawn on me how important this event must be to him. He placed it with the khakis and reached into the box again. “Fortunately, I went for a dark color scheme.” He continued as he pulled out a shoebox. He turned to me as he opened the box, pulling a pair of . . I think they're called oxfords . . out of it. They were a dark brown color, had thick rubber soles, and faux laces lining the top. Dexter placed them with the other clothes as he tossed the box on another table. “What about you?” He asked. “You find what you need?”

I nodded as I gestured to the table behind me, the dress and sneakers resting peacefully there. “I found your old sneakers,” I replied. “I don't know if you've noticed, but bare feet doesn't ring as funeral attire.”

Dexter nodded as he glanced down at my exposed toes. “You can keep them after the funeral.” He said, gesturing dismissively. “For the funeral, you can borrow these.” He showed me the shoes he was wearing, a newer version of the shoes I'd found. “As for the difference in foot size, we can just stuff some socks in them.”

I nodded again, smiling up at Dexter as I tried to gauge his mental state. “You going to be okay?” I suddenly asked. “It is a funeral we're attending.”

Dexter was silent for a minute as he stared off. “It's something I need to do.” He finally replied, not meeting my gaze. “My feelings about it don't matter.”

I shook my head as I let out a sigh. “They do matter,” I assured him. “Because at the end of the day it's you who's going to be dealing with them. It's not healthy to just bottle up your emotions.”

Dexter shook his head defiantly. “Then I'll deal with them.” He growled. “I don't need advice on how I should feel.” He turned and walked away before I could try and console him. I stood there as I tried to piece together what he was feeling. “Is he starting to feel responsible? What about his personalities? Are they starting to clash?” A thousand questions ran through my head with no real answer to any of them. I let out a sigh as I turned back to my own task. “I'll just have to wait until he decides to open up to me.”

Dexter spent the day avoiding me. The only interaction we had was during our regular meal time, where we ate in silence as we shared another platter of ribs and bread. He spent the rest of the day flipping through the spellbook as he tried to find the spell he'd mentioned earlier. As for me, I decided to tidy the place up a bit. We had tracked two weeks' worth of dirt and dust around the barn, leaving several books to sit in the mess. I found an old broom in one of the stables and spent the day sweeping out as much dirt as I could. The sun was already starting to set by the time I was finished. I leaned the broom on the door frame as I turned to where Dexter was still standing, gazing intently at the book in front of him. “He's been avoiding me all day. I hope he's not planning something stupid. I'd try and approach him, but he's been great at moving before I could talk to him. The only thing I can do is wait for him to cool down.” I went to bed that night not having spoken another word to Dexter that day. I stared up at the boards as the severity of tomorrow dawn on me. “Dexter is going to be saying goodbye to Shel for good, whether he wants to or not.”
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I woke up with a sense of dread filling the air. Today was the day. After a week of training and practice, today was the funeral for the event that started it all. Many died during the battle, but Dexter would be focusing on one death in particular. I slowly turned and rose from the bed as my hair drooped into my face, partially obscuring my vision. I quickly pulled the strands into a ponytail as I strolled into the barn. I rounded the end of the car and stopped abruptly. Dexter was sitting on the office chair, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, staring intently at his pile of clothes before him. His hands slowly moved across his face as he seemed to contemplate. I took a few steps towards him, then stopped. From where I stood I could see the corner of his reddened eyes. His cheek glistened in the morning light. “I'll leave him to his own thoughts for now.” I thought, moving quietly over to where I'd placed the dress. I faltered again as I saw Dexter had placed his own shoes next to it, accompanied by a handful of socks stuffed into each of them.

I picked up the dress, as well as Dexter's gift, and crept to the other side of the car. I set the dress down on another table, gazing at the floral symbol embroidered on the front. It was a simple design, a single repeating pattern radiating out from the chest as if a flower had been flattened from above, stopping just short of the sides of the dress. From there it was composed of vertical stripes of alternating beige and green. I stared at it with slight contempt. “I hate where it came from, but it's the closest fitting thing for a funeral like this.” I rubbed the hem of the dress, scraping the dirt off of it. I could still remember the night I'd stumbled through that spot of mud.

I'd spent days learning and memorizing the patrols, been careful to be utterly silent sneaking through their camp and carefully studied their maps for the best escape route. They wouldn't have known of my disappearance till morning, giving me several hours to make it to the border. I had been lucky to be where I was when Dexter made his grand entrance, lucky to have gotten to his landing spot first, and extremely lucky that the car still worked and was so well equipped. The stars themselves must have aligned that day to facilitate such an escape. Had I left half an hour sooner, I'd have been too far away to notice the flying car, any later and I wouldn't have been the first to arrive at his landing site. Had the car tilted too far in either direction, a starter would've been the smallest thing that broke. If anything changed in the slightest, I'm pretty sure either one or both of us, would not have made it out of there.

I shook my head as I forced myself to focus on today. I couldn't allow myself to dwell on the past. Dexter would be doing that enough as it is. I slipped out of my clothes, letting them fall to the floor, as I formulated my plan for the day. “Get ready for, then attend, the funeral. Keep an eye on Dexter and make sure he stays calm. Then get back and try to coax some of Dexter's mindset into the open.” I let out a sigh as I rubbed my hands together. The air around me was still cold, but it wasn't as startling as yesterday. I decided to put on the dress before anything else could distract me. I took off my undershirt and placed it on the table. The dress had enough support to allow going without it. I decided to leave the boxers on. The outfit lacked any sort of covering for that area and the medieval panties that came with it weren't at all to my liking. The fabric scraped along my skin as I pulled the gown over my head. I pushed my arms through the sleeves, the wrists stopping partway up my forearm. It was still as tight as I remember, forcing me to take slightly shallower breaths. The dress fell to just above my ankles, leaving me just enough room for movement. I reached over and grabbed a pair of socks, slipping them on as I heard Dexter sniff loudly from the other side of the car. I let out another sigh as I heard him move about. “Hopefully, he'll be able to compose himself for the funeral.”

I stuffed the remaining socks further into the shoes as I slipped them on. Dexter was right about the difference in size. The socks mitigated the problem perfectly, leaving a small allowance for comfort. I grinned slightly as I wiggled my feet within the fluffy confines. The funeral would be horrible, but at least I wasn't about to attend barefoot. I looked up and spotted the Rubik's cube, partially solved from the last time someone used it. My face went slack, and I slowly sat back as the grim prospects of today suddenly washed over me. “Shel's gone. She's not coming back. All the training and magic in the world isn't going to change that fact.” I let out a sigh as I felt the fourth stage of grief finally take hold. I'd been hesitant of this stage. The idea of depression always sounded terrible. I always heard it described as a feeling of emptiness. A feeling that sucked all the joy out of life, leaving only sorrow behind. . . . The description was pretty accurate. I let the tears slowly leak out as my memories of Shel wandered through my mind. “Her voice, her smile, her ingenuity.” For several minutes misery racked my body, bringing the harsh reality of today to the forefront of my concerns. I sat there as I waited for the tears to end.

I wiped my face as they finally subsided. I took in a shaky breath as I reconciled my thoughts. “You can do this. You just need time to think and formulate a plan. He saved you before, the least you can do is help him now.” I looked up at the Cube again. Its mismatched faces still reminded me of Shel's absence, but it didn't invoke the despair it did before. I let out another sigh as I finished wiping my face of my outburst. “That's it, just stay calm and make a plan.” I reached behind my head and felt my shoulder-length ponytail. Going a full month without proper care, then two weeks without any shampoo had left it dry and frayed. I looked up at the side mirror of Dexter's car. “I might as well fix it a little bit.” I thought, standing up and moving over to it. I couldn't do anything about how it felt, but at the very least I could make it more presentable.

I draped my hair over my shoulder, giving me a clear view as I tried to braid it. I could hear Dexter moving about on the other side of the car. A few words floated over as I worked. “bullshit . . . the city . . . bastard . . .” I glanced through the car window. I saw the darkened figure of Dexter pulling off his long sleeve shirt. The tint blocked my view of any other details, but I could tell he was agitated. I decided to wait a little longer, no point in further upsetting him. I moved back to my own appearance, the dry hair giving me some difficulty as I tried to weave it. I eventually finished and tied the braid off with a spare rubber band. It was a little loose, but it still looked better than my usual ponytail. I stroked it as I tried to think of something to say to Dexter. “If he's focusing on the city, he's likely still in the second stage. But just a few days ago he was thinking about other possible outcomes. If that's the case, then he's got to be regressing.” I shook my head as I moved back over to the chair. “If he keeps that up he'll never move on.” I let out a sigh as I sat back down, waiting for Dexter to finish his own preparations.



Dexter took longer to get ready than I expected, or he was ready for a while and decided to alert me to the arrival of our breakfast. Regardless, I sat there for what must have been an hour before Dexter knocked on the car. tap tap tap “Food's here.” He said flatly, his voice carrying across the barn. I stood and followed the sound of his voice. I rounded the corner and spotted him standing over another platter, carefully tearing another set of ribs apart. The dark button-up shirt was a bit more form-fitting than his usual T-shirts. The sleeves hugged his arms and the chest looked a little tight on him, showing off the general landscape of his torso. In contrast, the khakis seemed a bit loose on him. They draped smoothly down his legs and stopped just above his shoes, hiding any and all features. I slowly walked over as I saw his reddened cheeks. “No doubt irritated by his own emotional outbursts.” I thought, stopping beside him.

I gently picked up one of the loaves and examined it, the buttery pastry still warm from cooking. “You think they'll eventually give us something else besides meat and bread?” I asked, gesturing at the platter.

Dexter thought for a moment then shook his head. “They're changing up the seasoning enough so that we won't get tired of it anytime soon.” He replied, setting one-half of the ribs on the edge of the platter and picking up the other. “It’s not too noticeable, but the change is enough to put the brain off the cycle of repetition.” I nodded as I watched him tear one of them off.

I took a small bite out of the loaf as I tried to broach the subject of the upcoming events. “You about ready for the funeral?” I asked delicately. Dexter paused, mouth half-open to take a bite from the ribs.

After a moment he let out a sigh and then nodded. “Ready as I'll ever be.” He replied solemnly, biting into the meat. He brought the piece to one side of his mouth so that he could eat and still carry a bit of conversation. “The attire is less than ideal, the red still pops too much for something like this, but it’s the best I got. . . . There’s nothing I can do about the past.” I nodded as I finished the roll and delicately tore up my own share of meat, not daring immediately punctuate the thought with another question. I pulled the meat covered bone from the others and brought the piece to my lips. I took a small bite as we ate in silence for a few minutes.

I finally finished the morsel as Dexter delicately ate through a second bone. I set the bone aside as I finally dared to break the silence. “How long before it starts?” I asked. Dexter chewed a few more times as he let out a low sigh. He finally turned his wrist and showed me his sports watch. 9:47, the digital display read. The date was positioned just above it, January 21st.

Dexter swallowed before speaking. “We have another hour or so.” He replied, setting the clean bone down. “We'll leave around eleven. That should give us enough time to get up to the Great Hall. Assuming a forty-five-minute margin of error, we should get there just before it starts.” I nodded at the reasoning. “Forty-five minutes is definitely enough of an error. We don’t exactly know their time measurement method. If it’s based on the sun, their noon might be earlier or later in the day than ours. In any case, he seems willing to talk. I just got to find a way to move forward.” I took another bite as I allowed Dexter to relax for a while and we continued to eat. The plate of flood slowly depleted as we quietly ate. As we were finishing I set down t last bone and finally asked the question.

I let out a small sigh as I considered how I would phrase it. I decided to just be forward with it. “How are you feeling?” I asked cautiously. Dexter stopped, mid-bite.

After a minute he slowly lowered the rib and let out a sigh, rubbing the bone with his thumb. “Fine, I suppose.” He replied flatly. “Granted, I'm still agitated at the whole ordeal, but it's not going to change the facts of the matter. Even if I don't like it, whatever happens, happens.” I nodded, glad that he was willing to talk.

He seemed much calmer and more collected. “What about . . . Shel?” I asked. “You okay about her?” Dexter briefly tilted his head slightly to the side as he heard my question, causing his neck to let out soft pops. He corrected himself quickly and was silent for another minute, his face now a gentle scowl.

Dexter suddenly let out a low growl as he set the rib back onto the plate. “There's nothing I can do about her.” He replied, quickly standing and walking away.

I stood and chased after him as I tried to stop him. “Dexter, wh-” I began, grabbing his shoulder.

Dexter just ripped his shoulder out of my grasp as he redoubled his pace. “There's Nothing I Can Do.” He walked away before I could press him further. He reached the ladder and climbed up, disappearing over the edge of the loft. I let out a sigh and turned back to the platter. Dexter still had a roll and half a rib left. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my face, agitated at my own haste.“That didn't go well.” I thought. “Well, you shouldn't have pushed him. He's obviously still upset about her. Grief or no grief, you should've waited.” I continued to berate myself as I cleaned off the plate, leaving the uneaten bits alone in case Dexter wanted them later. I definitely couldn't talk to Dexter in that state, let alone help him. He just needed time, time to think. “If he still has intentions for the funeral he'll eventually come down. I just have to wait.” I set the half-finished plate aside as I sat in the office chair and began to relax. I let out a sigh as I leaned back and awaited Dexter's return.



I spent the rest of the morning patiently waiting for Dexter. The plate of food grew cold as the hours ticked by, counting down to the funeral. I felt a resurgence of conflicting emotions as I thought about what was about to transpire. The waves of emotions grew lesser as I calmed myself in the comfort of the barn. I didn't have a watch, but it definitely felt like midday by the time he decided to come back down. I chose to stay quiet as Dexter walked over from the ladder. His face had returned to its now default disinterested expression. “Ready to go?” He asked. I nodded, standing as I stretched. Dexter nodded in kind, then turned and walked towards the sliding door. I followed him outside as I rubbed my hands together, warming them against the still chilly wind.

The sun was high in the sky, barely free of the storm clouds brewing on the horizon. Despite the sun's presence, the air had chilled slightly since that morning. I followed Dexter as we made our way towards the Great Hall. He said nothing as the building in the distance grew larger and larger. A soft rumble echoed across the city as we walked. I glanced at the houses as we passed. The usual activity was entirely absent today. The city itself felt quiet and abandoned. The silence was broken only by the occasional clatter and the distant rumble of thunder. I turned to Dexter as we continued to walk. He ignored me, choosing instead to stare intently at the approaching building. I turned towards the building as well, choosing to wait for him to open up.

We walked for about ten minutes, each step bringing the funeral closer and closer. The sinking feeling in my stomach grew as we climbed higher and higher up the hill. Finally, we arrived at the Great Hall, stopping just before one of the side doors into the building. The dim room within gave the Hall a dark and solemn look. I could hear soft murmurs through the open doors. I glanced at Dexter again. He stared stone-faced at the stretch of blackness, jaw clenched tightly. I slowly reached out and gently took his hand. He let in a slow breath and turned to me, blinking the tears from his eyes. I didn't say anything, merely nodded. Dexter sighed and nodded in response, wiping the tears from his eyes. We both turned back towards the door and stepped inside.

It took my eyes a minute to adjust to the darkness. The only source of light was the scattered entrances to the Hall and the slow-burning braziers mounted to the pillars. The Hall was practically empty. Only a few clusters of orcs were present at the moment. I did a double-take as I saw a group of about twenty nearby. The men had replaced their usual ponytail with a sort of bun, like the ones you'd see in old Japanese movies. The shawls themselves were replaced with long dark animal skin ponchos that covered most of their bodies. The women appeared to have gone a similar route, though with a degree of variety that was noticeably absent with the men. Their long hair was pulled into a series of buns. Each of them was unique to the other, either in number or placement of the buns. The robes they wore were a bit shorter but appeared to come in the same variety as their hair, folded in a number and assortment of ways with small tinges of color accenting the black. They looked far more serious and professional than the shawls and free-flowing hair they wore before. I had no trouble believing that this was their professional attire.

My survey of the orcs was interrupted when I spotted one of them walking over. It took my eyes another second to adjust, but there was no mistaking Bulak's violet eyes. Her dark red hair was tied into a series of three buns, one on top of the other behind her head. Her poncho had a slight green tone to it, highlighting her bright eyes. She waved quietly as she stopped beside us. “You have arrived early.” She whispered. “The funeral does not start for a while.” She glanced down at my attire and her eyes went wide. “Why are you wearing that?” She hissed, gesturing at the dress. I glanced down at the floral symbol on the front. “That is the symbol of the elf that caused all of this.”

I shifted on my feet as I realized what she was saying. “It was all I had.” I murmured defensively. “I wasn't about to come here in a T-shirt and shorts.”

Bulak let out an aggravated sigh as she glanced around the hall. “Whatever those are, it still would have been better than that.” She hissed, gesturing angrily. “Do you have any idea what that symbol means to us?”

Dexter took a step between me and Bulak, raising his hands calmingly. “Regardless of the symbol, she wouldn’t have gone in such casual apparel.” He whispered softly. “A funeral isn't something you attend wearing those types of clothes. Despite what you may think, we don't want to disrespect the dead.” Bulak glared at Dexter. Dexter let out a calm sigh as he glanced around. “If it's going to be that much of a problem, maybe you have an alternative?”

After a minute, Bulak let out a sigh. “I have an idea for such,” She mumbled. “but you must don it immediately. I do not wish to risk someone taking unkindly to your attire.” I nodded as Bulak waved for me to follow. I waved goodbye towards Dexter as I followed Bulak and we left him in the Great hall. She guided me towards a doorway to the left of the throne, pulling it open to reveal a set of stairs. We moved to climb it as she voiced her plan. “I will explain the proceedings to Dexter once we return.” She said as we climbed. “It is best if the two of you know what is to happen today. If your dress skins are so unusual, I imagine your other customs are equally bizarre.”

I nodded again as continued to climb. “Probably about as bizarre as yours is to us,” I remarked. “Though it looks like there are similarities. Dark colors seem to be the go-to for professional settings.”

Bulak nodded as we arrived on the second floor. “It would seem so,” She affirmed. I nodded as I looked around. The hallway was as dimly lit as the room downstairs, more firey chandeliers casting a dancing light along the walls. I glanced at the animal heads lining the walls. Their eyes seemed to glare back as I walked behind Bulak. “The ceremony will begin with a symphony of drums. During which the representatives of each flokkr will be carried into the center of the hall.” She glanced at me as she pulled open one of the doors. Spotting my quizzical expression, she elaborated on her words. “A warrior's funeral requires a fair amount of resources. To avoid unnecessary waste, the deaths in a single conflict are often placed in the same boat and the rites are bestowed on representatives of the flokkr.”

She led me through one of the doors as she continued to explain. “There are three flokkrs recognized by us; soldiers, civilians, and mages.” I let out a small gasp as I saw what was beyond the door. The room beyond was large, about three of the barn's stables would be able to squeeze inside, easily. One side of the room housed a bed, a wardrobe, and several smaller tables and chairs. A polished silver mirror hung on the far wall. The other side housed more warrish equipment: racks of weapons, tools, and armor; a mechanical grindstone; and a table loaded down with stacks of parchment. Bulak moved over to the wardrobe as she explained further. “Each representative will be bestowed a ritual item. Their rites symbolically extend to the flokkr they represent. During the ritual, my father will stand and speak briefly to those in attendance.” She pulled open the wardrobe and began rummaging through it. “As soon as he has finished, the representatives will be transported to the burial grounds; in this instance, Lake Diroz.” She turned to me as she gestured at the wardrobe. “Do you have a preference for color?” She asked. I glanced down at the dress.

“I guess brown or green to go with this,” I replied. Bulak nodded as she reached into the wardrobe. I thought about what she'd said for a minute. I shifted slightly as a question came to mind. “These representatives . . . they're not . . .”

“They are also deceased,” Bulak replied before I could finish. “It is why they are chosen to be representatives.” I nodded as Bulak pulled a brown stretch of fur from the wardrobe. “Try this one.” She said, handing it to me. I took it and slipped it on as Bulak continued. “Once the representatives arrive at Lake Diroz, Garahk will anoint the vessel and the final interment will commence.” She glanced at the hem of the poncho as it fell to my knees, covering most of the dress and weighing me down. “Slightly too big.” She remarked. She glanced at the wardrobe. “I can take the next few moments to shorten it to your waist, or I can rummage through my furs for a smaller size.” I looked down at the dull brown fur.

“Do you have it in green?” I asked. “The brown doesn't actually look that good.”

Bulak nodded and began to scour her wardrobe as she finished explaining the funeral. “After the interment, there will be a feast in their honor. Depending on who attends, you might be welcomed there. Personally, I am hopeful that you will decide to appear.” She pulled a dark green piece of fur from the wardrobe and handed it to me. “This one should be more suited.” I took the fur and tried it on. This one fell to just below my waist, covering the symbol without overburdening me.

I nodded as I looked back up at Bulak. “Perfect,” I confirmed. “Thanks for letting me borrow it.”

Bulak nodded as she closed the wardrobe. “Then let us return. I still need to inform Dexter of today.” I nodded as I followed Bulak out of the room. Our footsteps echoed along the wall as we made our way back to the Great Hall. The room had filled up considerably since we left. Most of the tables were occupied by a small group of orcs conversing amongst themselves. I spotted Dexter near where we'd left him, sitting at one of the large tables lining the hall. He was staring off and didn't notice us until Bulak put her hand on his shoulder.

“You're back.” He whispered, glancing at my attire. “Nice outfit.” He added, pointing at the span of green fur.

I nodded as I glanced down and brushed my hair behind my ear. “Thanks,” I whispered back, sitting next to him. Bulak sat on his other side as she began explaining the funeral again. I looked around the room as Bulak murmured the plans for today to Dexter. We had a good view of the throne. We were about a third of the way back and only one table separated ours from the open floor through the middle of the Hall. The high ceiling gave the room a noble and important atmosphere. The pillars seemed to give off this aura of strength, adding to the atmosphere of the room. Only about two hundred were here at the moment, leaving most of the hall empty. Thankfully, they seemed too invested in their own conversations to pay any attention to us. I turned to Bulak as she finished explaining to Dexter.

I saw Dexter glance at his watch as another group of orcs entered the building. “How long before it all starts?” He asked.

Bulak gestured towards the front of the room. “Another hour or so,” Bulak replied. “There are still a few small preparations that are being completed. After that, the ceremony can begin.”

Dexter nodded as he let out a long sigh. “You won't have a part to play in this?” He asked.

Bulak shook her head. “I have no place in such a somber occasion, chief's daughter or not,” Bulak replied softly. “Besides that, I have decided to accompany the two of you; in case anyone attempts to cause you trouble.”

Dexter nodded, grinning softly at the idea. “Thank you for that.” He whispered. “I definitely don't want to have to make a scene today.”

Bulak nodded as she ran a hand along Dexter’s shoulder. “Snakhagr has seen enough violence for the moment,” Bulak said. “We should honor the dead while we can. I have a feeling the city won't be quiet for much longer.” Dexter nodded as he turned back to stare at the throne. I mimicked his movement as we began to wait.



The hour before the funeral slowly ticked by. The Hall gradually filled with orcs as it grew closer and closer. At last a few orcs appeared and began closing the doors into the Hall. I glanced at Bulak, silently questioning her. She nodded in response and pointed towards the throne. I looked over and saw a group of orcs preparing an array of drums made of clay and hide, tied to their waist with some kind of harness. Other orcs around the Hall noticed and a hush filled the room. After another minute of silence, they began their song, using wooden mallets to hammer out deep thrumming tune. boom . . boom boom bam . . . boom boom The drums reverberated solemnly as another door across the Hall opened. I watched as a group of orcs, wearing more black ponchos and carrying a rowboat, emerged from the open door. I glanced at Bulak and she nodded. I turned back in time to see two more groups emerging from the doorway. A small procession of orcs in multi-colored fluffy ponchos emerged behind them, carrying a number of small items . . and a battle axe, and followed them into the center of the room. The orcs placed the rowboats a few yards in front of the throne, bow facing forward, angling it so that we could gaze at what was inside. I took in a breath as I saw the body of an orc nestled within each boat. It's one thing to know you were going to a funeral. It's entirely different to have the reality of it stare you in the face. They wore ponchos like the others, dark and bleak; the vessel on the far right carried one wearing a fluffy variety of it. Their faces were uncovered, face slack and peaceful; it almost looked like they were sleeping. Their arms were crossed, fists nestled in the pit of their elbow. I glanced at Dexter as I felt him shift slightly. His face had hardened, and his left fist had clenched. I reached over and gently caressed his arm, trying to comfort him.

I turned back as the drums grew quiet and Dubak emerged from the doorway. He wore a poncho, this one a dark red, like Bulak's own hair. His head was devoid of his crown of bones, displaying his age peppered black hair. He strolled into the center of the room, between the audience and the boats. He was silent for a minute as the precession of multi-colored orcs began their work on the boats, lowering items and oil into them. The drums continued to hum softly in the background as Dubak seemed to think. “A solemn occasion brings us here today.” He finally began. “An occasion that has set us against each other, against our own brothers and sisters. There is no denying that quarrels have broken out across Snakhagr. . . But these quarrels do not matter to the dead. They are now beyond our squabbles, concerned only with the legacy they have left behind. . . Today, we honor those that lost their lives in the battle one week prior. Today, we depart them from this world as honorable and noble. May they find peace in the after.” I glanced at Dexter as Dubak continued to speak. His hardened face didn't betray any emotion beyond agitation. I turned back as I heard Dubak finish his speech. He had turned to the boats, gesturing to each of them as he spoke. “May Kremthu guide the soldiers towards their proper stations, the citizens to their place on the field, and the mages to the library of after.” With that, Dubak turned and silently drifted towards the throne as the other orcs finally drew back from their own task. They followed him into the crowd of orcs as the drums grew louder again. boom boom . . . boom bam . . . boom I turned to the three boats as the room continued to reverberate with the drums.

It looked like they had divided the objects amongst the three vessels. Their faces were now covered by colorful wooden masks, bearish features added to the already monstrous features of the orcs. There were smaller trinkets tucked into the boats with them. However, most notable were the objects placed on their chests. The leftmost orc had the battleaxe tucked under his arms. From where I sat I could see strange symbols etched on the flat of the blades. The middle orc had a wooden cylinder placed on his chest, not dissimilar to the container Dexter had received, though I could see more symbols etched on it. A handheld sickle accompanied the cylinder, more runic symbols etched into the metal of the blade. The orc on the right had a book positioned under his arms. Symbols covered its front as they seemed to give off a faint glow. I glanced at Bulak, silently questioning her again. “Ritual items,” She whispered. “for their trip to the after.” I turned back to the ceremony. The group of black-clad orcs had come out again and were just lifting the boats back up. They slowly turned began marching down the length of the Hall, the musicians moving to follow them closely. The orcs along the Hall were beginning to rise. I glanced at Bulak again and she motioned for us to wait. I turned back and watched as the procession slowly approached. The crowd slowly grew as it made its way down the hall. A few chose to remain seated as the procession passed, leaving them at almost empty tables along the Hall. There was barely a dry eye amongst the congregation, man or woman. I wiped away a tear of my own as I felt it dripped down my face.

The procession moved by as Bulak rose, motioning for me and Dexter to follow. I glanced at Dexter, still stone-faced, as we rose and began to follow Bulak. She maneuvered us to join the congregation as the doors at the far end of the Hall were pulled open. The light from outside streamed into the Great Hall, banishing the darkness that had filled it earlier, yet draining the warmth from the Hall. We gradually made our way into the unforgiving air outside as the procession began to grow. At last, we emerged into the cold light. I glanced up as we slowly made our way down the hill. The sky had changed from partly cloudy, to completely overcast, blocking the little warmth the city was getting from the sun. The drums continued the thump as we descended. Boom boom . . . boom . . . . boom boom boom I glanced at the buildings on either side of us. More orcs in ponchos were standing there, watching the parade, staring pensively at the rowboats. Some joined the congregation once we'd passed, others retreated into their homes, face filled with tears.

I glanced at Dexter again as I grew concerned with him again. His face had yet to change. He seemed determined to gaze poignantly at the boats ahead of us. I turned in kind, resigned to this new state of Dexter. Our solemn procession continued to grow as a flash streaked across the clouds and another soft boooooom echoed across the city. The atmosphere was brimming with bleakness as we neared the base of the hill. “AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH” A wail of despair suddenly echoed over the procession. I turned to see an orc on her knees, hands clutched to her face as she sobbed uncontrollably. I felt a lump in my throat as I heard her sorrow-filled cries. I covered my mouth as I felt another wave of grief wash over me. We passed more grieving orcs as we gradually made our way to another gate, this one untouched by the battle. Rows of guards stood on either side of the doors. They suddenly signaled to something out of sigh as we grew closer. The large wooden doors were slowly pulled open as the drums reached the apex of their anthem. Boom boom boom bam bam boom The congregation slowly approached, then passed through the open gate; cobblestone turning to dirt as they crossed the threshold. I turned as a commotion penetrated the procession. Orcs were parting as if to let something through.

A pair of guards suddenly emerged from the crowd and grabbed me and Dexter. “You are not permitted to leave.” One of them growled.

Bulak stepped between us as Dexter yanked his hand away. “I will ensure their return.” She spat angrily. “Now release her.” The guards glared at Bulak as Dexter pushed past them and continued with the procession. We stood there and blocked the flow of the procession for a few moments. I gently pulled my arm away as the one gripping me finally relented. They continued to glare at me as Bulak motioned to follow. I turned to her as we rejoined the procession.

I let out a relieved sigh as we left the guards behind. “Thank you. That wouldn't have gone well if you weren't there.”

Bulak nodded as she glanced behind us. “Not everyone admires the two of you for Dexter's deeds,” Bulak explained. “I wish this were not the case, but many orcs still compare you to . . . Him.”

I nodded solemnly, gazing ahead towards the rowboats. “Hopefully Dexter's plan for the rite solves that problem,” I remarked. “Speaking of . . .” I looked forward, expecting to see Dexter. Instead, I saw the near-endless expanse of black ponchos and dark hair. I might have been taller than average, but that did nothing to help me here. I tried to peer over the shoulders of the orcs around us as we slowly made our way to Lake Diroz, but all I could see were more orcs. I turned back to Bulak as she too began scanning the crowd. “Can you see where Dexter went?” I asked. Bulak turned her head several times before answering.

“I cannot.” She admitted. “With an outsider of his stature, he should be easy to find.”

I nodded as I craned my neck and tried to peek over the heads of the orcs. “You would think,” I remarked.

Bulak suddenly paused as she thought for a minute. “I doubt he will stray from the funeral. If we stay with them, we may yet see him again.”

I rubbed my head as I relaxed and continued following the procession. “I guess you're right.” I sighed. “I just hope he doesn't get himself into trouble.” Bulak nodded as another flash ran across the sky, followed shortly by a low booooom.



Lake Diroz was a twenty-minute walk from the city. The clouds overhead had grown darker and punctuated the drums with its own rumbles of thunder. The drums up ahead mostly overshadowed the heavenly tremors. boom . . boom boom Bang . . . boom All the while, an occasional wail or sob could be heard over the drums at the front. There were small groups that had stopped on the side of the procession as a few of them broke down into tears. In truth, I had trouble holding back tears of my own. Shel was gone, even more had lost their own lives. They had all fought because of my presence in the city. Those in the boats had lost their lives because of me, all because that bastard elf sent an army after me. I'd brought an army to Snakhagr and people had died because of it. I shook my head as I banished the thought. “Don't start thinking like that.” I berated myself. “Shel's death isn't your fault. There's no way you could've known what would happen from your escape. Just get through this.” I wiped away a tear as the orcs in front of my slowly fanned out, parting as the ground gave way to a massive lake. The opposite bank was barely visible through a thin fog that covered the water. Half the orcs continued to follow the drums towards some sort of Viking longboat, while the other half turned left and followed the water's edge. I turned to Bulak as she seemed to wait for me to choose. “Pick either direction.” She said. “You may choose to gaze upon their final vessel, or acquire a vantage point to watch their final descent.” I paused for a minute as I tried to decide what to do. “Which option would be less heart-wrenching? Watch as, I'm guessing, the ship sinks into the lake, or have one final goodbye? What about Dexter? What would he want to do?”

I tried to dry my nose as I finally came to a decision. sniff “Let's head for the ship. I think Dexter will want to say goodbye to Shel. We might find him there.” Bulak nodded as she began following the drums. I trailed behind her as the tears threatened to start streaming from my face. The feeling of guilt and sorrow was not a constant fascet. All I could do was wipe away the tears as they came one after the other. As we got closer I could see it was definitely a Viking longship, shields, sail, and everything. The only difference was the three neat piles of masked bodies stacked onto the deck; a small one at the bow of the ship, a large pile near the middle, and a smaller one near the stern. They all wore the same black ponchos and masks the orcs in the rowboat had on. The ship was currently beached on a set of half-buried logs. There was a ramp leading up to a wooden platform, allowing the orcs to easily embark and disembark the ship. I followed Bulak up the ramp as the procession split again, some choosing to stay on the ground while others also chose to follow the rowboats onto the platform. I watched as the rowboats were carried onto the ship and placed near one of the piles. I suddenly heard a soft pop and spotted Garahk standing on the platform next to the longship, her staff gripped firmly in her fingers. Her purple ram shawl was also replaced with a fluffy poncho of the same tint. She was pouring a bottle of oil into a larger pitcher. The drummers stood near the edge of the platform as Garahk seemed to prepare a special concoction. boom . . boom boom When she was finished she lifted and carried it onto the ship.

Bulak leaned over to explain as Garahk approached the pile at the bow of the ship. “She is anointing each flokkr so that they may travel swiftly to the after.” She explained softly, gesturing at each of the piles as she continued. “First the civilians, then the soldiers, then the mages.” I nodded as I watched Garahk pour some of the pitcher's contents on the few bodies at the bow. I took in a breath as I saw two tiny bodies amongst them. The tears were streaming out now, unaffected by my efforts to quell them. I covered my mouth and watched through bleary vision as Garahk turned and moved to the middle of the ship, pouring a small trail of oil as she went. She repeated the process of dousing the masked bodies in the contents on both remaining piles. She seemed to pause at the final pile before sighing and pouring the last of the contents onto them. She then turned and disembarked from the ship, setting the pitcher gently on the ground as she stepped onto the platform again.

She turned to the crowd as the drums dwindled again, allowing Garahk to speak. “We now commit these souls to the dust.” She said so that all could hear. “For from the dust we came, and to the dust, we shall return. Such is the world.” She then turned to the stern and made a gesture. There was a brief pause before the ship slowly started to roll forward. I watched as the longship gradually moved forward, pushed by orcs below the platform. The water parted as the ship slid the rest of the way into the lake and float out onto the lake. I wiped away some of the tears as I watched the ship slowly drift out, the drums rising in tempo once more. boom boom . . . boom The orcs were silent as they watched the ship drifting on the lake.

Bulak leaned slightly as she pointed towards the ship. “This is a warrior's burial.” She whispered. I noticed Garahk gesturing towards her staff as she stared out at the ship. The gemstone glowed softly as soft tendrils of plasma seemed to sprout from it. She suddenly thrust her staff forward and a massive fireball launched from the end of it. The raging inferno sailed through the air as it illuminated the lake, banishing the fog that had been there earlier. It struck the longship squarely in the center, setting its cargo ablaze. The drums approached another climax as the oil caught fire and the inferno spread throughout the deck. I watched through bleary eyes as the flames slowly engulfed the ship, throwing a massive plume of smoke into the air. I heard more wails of anguish as the sounds of crackling timber filled the air, eating at the oil-soaked ship. I wiped my face vigorously as I watched the flames roar high, eating everything in its path. I gasped as I finally saw what Bulak meant.

The fire wasn’t producing ordinary flames, these curves of plasma expanded beyond their normal colors. Green, blue, even purple flames danced as one on the deck of the ship, spitting an equally colorful plume of smoke into the sky. The crackling wood was suddenly joined by a sizzling sound as the ship began to dip into the water, hot vapor joining the smoke as they both reached into the sky. I swallowed the lump in my throat as I saw the colors billowing from the ship, a rainbow of smoke being circled by the evaporating water around it. The ship continued to sink and spit flames towards the sky. The drums reached their crescendo as the ship finally sank below the surface and was claimed by the lake, smothering the flames and smoke and leaving us with a slowly growing pillar of vapor. boom boom boom I wiped away more tears as the orcs gradually started walking back to the city. Bulak placed her hand gently on my shoulder as my chest heaved slightly. “Take as long as you need.” She said comfortingly. “I am here for you.” I nodded softly as sobs wracked my body. I stood there as I waited for the tears to slowly subside again.

After a few minutes, I finally composed myself and was ready for the walk back to Snakhagr. sniff “Let's go.” I said, walking briskly to join the silent procession towards the city. “I don't think we'll find Dexter out here.” Bulak nodded as we began our journey. The sky rumbled again as the clouds finally opened up and pour water from the heavens.

            

    
        17. Grief

    
    
    
    
                

Amelia



We were drenched by the time we passed through the gate again. Orcs were running as fast as they could to get out of the torrential downpour bearing on the city. The cold rain chilled me as Bulak as we took temporary shelter in the shade of an overhang just inside the gate. Bulak turned to me as she wiped the water from her face. “I shall search for Dexter in the Great Hall,” She assured me. “I will return him safely when he decides to depart.”

I nodded as I rubbed my arm submissively and gestured into the city. “I think I'm going to just head to the barn.” I sighed, glad that the rain could obscure my tears. “I think I’m done with people for today.” I couldn't bear any more socializing after the funeral. I just wanted to curl up and have some time to myself.

Bulak nodded as she waved goodbye. “Then I shall see you tomorrow.” She said, quickly moving towards the Hall. I waved in response as I saw her run into the rain, sprinting for the Great Hall. I let out a slow sigh as I collected myself and started heading back to the barn, the rain thundering down on me. I walked quickly through the city as I tried to console myself. “Shel isn't your fault. No one can anticipate all the consequences of their actions. Just get to the barn and have a nice catharsis.” My plans of solitude were quickly dashed when I looked up and saw the wide-open door into the barn. I let out a sigh as I walked through and saw the mess that was left inside. The tool bucket had been tipped over, littering the ground with wrenches, pliers, and screwdrivers. The empty tables were turned every which way and the chairs were scattered everywhere. The splintered remnants of one chair lay against a post, leaving the crumpled heap where it had shattered. I heard a commotion up in the loft and turn to find it. I saw a few flashes of red as I spotted Dexter gesturing wildly. He seemed even more agitated than usual. I let out another sigh as I moved to climb the ladder. His cracking voice echoed down. “We could've done something, but we just stood there.” I reached the top and peered over the edge. Dexter hadn't changed out of his funeral clothes. His hand was gripping something as he continued to rant. “You couldn't have been more useless if we were born without eyes.”

I climbed up a bit as I gently prodded Dexter’s emotional state. “Dexter?” I asked softly. He turned swiftly and glared at me, tears staining the corners of his cheeks. I flinched as I saw a fire burning in his eyes.

It chilled my bones even further as Dexter replied heatedly. “NOT NOW!” He roared. I quickly ducked back down as I heard Dexter start pacing around angrily. “You definitely won't be able to talk to him today. Just wait it out, no point in angering him further.” I let out one more sigh as I walked over to the shattered chair. “Might as well clean up a bit.”



I spent what little of the day was left cleaning the barn. Thankfully Dexter had left the encumbered tables alone, choosing instead to topple the empty tables and fling the various chairs about the barn. It took a while to clean up the shattered chair against the post, piling it up in one of the empty stables as I slowly cleaned up the mess. I was just setting the last chair upright when I heard a knock at the door. I moved towards the sound as the sky rumbled again. Bulak quickly rushed in as I opened the door. She sighed as she set a covered tray on one of the re-righted tables. “Thank you.” She gasped. “I did not see Dexter at the Great Hall, so I thought I would bring you two something.” She lifted the cover, revealing a platter of bread, some ribs, and two mugs of golden brown liquid. She grinned softly as she lifted one of the mugs and handed it to me. “The two of you might like the ale they had.”

I took the mug gingerly. “Thanks,” I muttered. A buttery sweet scent wafted up as I brought the drink to my lips. It burned slightly as I took a sip. It was definitely stronger than the beer Dexter had brought last week.

 Bulak set the cover down with a sigh as I enjoyed the drink. “So, where is Dexter?” Bulak asked. “If he was not at the Great Hall, he must be here.”

I swallowed another mouthful and gestured up at the loft. Dexter's actions had died down recently, leaving a palpable lingering silence. “He's been up there since before I got back,” I replied. “He upended just about every piece of furniture. I don't think he wants to talk right now.”

Bulak's face went slack as she heard my explanation. She glanced up at the loft as she let out a sigh “I shall see if I can't talk some sense into him,” Bulak said, lifting the other mug and moving to the ladder. I nodded as I watched Bulak climb up into the loft. “I have no idea what she could say to make him feel better, but at least he might open up to her.”



Bulak



I climbed up into the loft, mug in hand, as the rain continued to thunder outside. Dexter was sitting in front of the door overlooking the city, knees pulled close to his chest. He still wore his funeral attire, wet fabric clinging to his arms. I approached calmly as a bolt of lightning illuminated the sky. Dexter didn't react as I sat beside him, and a rumble of thunder washed over the city. I silently offered him the mug. He paused for a moment then delicately accepted the offer as he continued to stare out over the rain-soaked rooftops. After a minute, I broke the silence. “No one blames you for her death,” I said gently. “not even Adgulg and Burub, they are happy that you saved Ogrul,”

Dexter growled as he looked down at the mug.“I'm guessing her parents?” He asked, bringing the drink to his lips. I nodded. Dexter drank deeply before he continued. “I still could have done something.” He spat angrily. “I still could have done more to try and save her, but I just stood there and watched her die. . . . I was useless to her.”

I nodded solemnly as I gently laid a hand on his shoulder. “We all wish we could do more,” I assured him. “but there is only so much one can do. All that we can do is accept the past and prepare for the future.”

Dexter paused for a moment then nodded as he looked at his other hand. “I guess you're right.” He sighed dejectedly. “It still hurts, I don't fully agree with it, but you're still right.”

I glanced over at his clenched fist. “What do you have there?” I asked. Dexter paused for a moment before opening his hand. A rough outsider glove uncurled in it, blood staining a portion of it. I carefully brushed it as I glanced at Dexter. “Did you-”

“Wear this when Shel died?” Dexter interrupted. “Yeah. Ogrul gave it to me during the funeral. Apparently, he picked it up when he finally went home. He must've walked by Shel's body when he found it. And that thought just. . .” He dropped the glove on the floor as he turned to look out over the city again. “I hate that I couldn't do anything to help her . . to save her. I didn’t prepare myself for a scenario like that.” I nodded again as I looked at the discarded glove. The dried blood outlined it's rough surface, flowing into the pits and hills of the material. “I can only imagine where the stains came from. So much blood sounds impossible from a small child.” I blinked as I saw a drop of red fall from above. I looked higher to see Dexter's blood-stained knuckles.

I gently took his slack appendage and examined the wound upon it. “When did that happen?” I asked as

Dexter didn't resist as I examined his knuckles. “I punched the wall over there,” He replied flatly, pointing with his free hand.

I let out a scoff as I pulled out a small handkerchief. “Are all outsiders this reckless?” I asked, beginning to clean his knuckles.

Dexter shrugged as he lifted the mug to his lips again. “I just had to take out my anger on something.” He muttered, taking another sip. He winced as I ran the skin over his knuckles. “You must know what it's like.” He said poignantly.

He hesitated for a moment, pausing in my cleaning. I let out a slow sigh as I banished my hesitation and continued cleaning. “I do,” I admitted. “After my mother died, I spent a fortnight tirelessly training. I  thought I could go after Almar . . after Leroy. .” Dexter nodded. We sat there quietly as I continued to wipe away the blood. “I am mildly impressed by Dexter's defiance. I heard outsiders simply rolled over or were quick to do so when threatened. Dexter, on the other hand, was different. Even after I threatened him, he found subtle ways of defiance that still aligned with our agreement. He didn't even flinch when I tried to choke him out. Instead, he mocked me for losing my temper.”

“What about Dubak?” Dexter suddenly asked, forcing me from my reminiscence. “How did he take your mom’s death?”

I considered for a minute before responding.“My father was most distraught. To him, there was none that could replace my mother. He even dismissed his concubines.”

Dexter looked at me quizzically. “He had concubines?” He asked.

I nodded nonchalantly. “Had, he released them after her funeral. He couldn't look at them without thinking of her.” Dexter nodded as he turned back to the rooftops. I let out another sigh as I finished removing the blood and let go.

Dexter clenched his fist several times as I put the handkerchief away. “Thank you.” He said. Dexter seemed to consider something before continuing. “Not just for this, but for everything else you've been doing. You've been surprisingly generous, considering where you come from.”

I let out a short laugh as I grinned. “I suppose you are correct.  Though I think I may be doing it to make up for my mistakes in the past.” Dexter turned to me again. I quickly elaborated, my face falling from the thought of it all. “I was the one that brought Leroy into Snakhagr. So, all this might be just me hoping you'll be able to undo the damage he caused.”

It was Dexter's turn to let out a laugh as he turned to the rain outside. “You make it sound like I'm destined for something, not just some human that happened upon this situation.”

I grinned and shrugged as I tucked my knees up to my chest. “From what Garahk said, you might very well be.”

It was Dexter's turn to grin. “Now that I know about the existence of magic, I'm inclined to believe you.” I grinned as Dexter raised the mug to his lips one last time. He finished the drink and we sat in silence for a little while longer, the rain continuing to pelt the city outside. I felt a sense of hope as Dexter and I enjoyed each other’s company.



Dexter



I was kneeling again, holding Shel's lifeless body. Tears streamed down my face as I heard the world drip about me. The floor below me was partially flooded, staining my jeans as I sobbed for Shel. I heard footsteps slowly approach, causing ripples to radiate from behind me. The steps slowly drifted left as they grew closer. I only looked up when a voice to my left broke the silence between my weeps. “How much longer are you going to cry?” It asked coldly. I looked towards the source. I stood above me, but it wasn't . . . me. His glasses were undamaged. He wore a button-up shirt with sharply pressed khakis. His hair was neatly combed back with a slick jell. He scowled down at me with contempt as I cradled Shel. “No amount of tears are going to bring her back.” He continued, gesturing at Shel.

I wiped my face as I retaliated. “What does it matter?” I sobbed. “I'm not hurting anyone.”

My counterpart shook his head. “You're hurting us. You punched a wall.”

“It'll heal by tomorrow.”

“What if you go farther? What if you break a bone.”

“Brokil could fix us. He probably knows healing spells.”

My counterpart took a heavy step towards me. “And if he refuses? What then? Will we go into the arena in a cast? You did insult him to his face.”

I slammed my fist into the floor, denting it slightly and throwing up a spray of water. “What Do You Care?” I choked, voice cracking slightly. “You Don't Care About The People Around Us. You've Never Cared. Even When Shel Was Dying And I Begged For Your Help You Were Silent.”

My counterpart clenched his teeth in anger. “It's not my job to care.” He growled. “It's my job to plan out, to think through the problems we face. That's been the deal. I'm the logical aspect, you're the emotional parts. We need to work together to find the best solution. I couldn't present a viable solution, so I elected to remain silent.”

I stood up angrily, tears still streaming down my face. Shel's body flopped to the floor with a loud splash. “What If I Don't Like You Doing That?” I growled. “What If I Think I Don't Need You Anymore? What If I Decide I Can Make It Without Your Help?”

My counterpart directed his palm towards me, his hands flex deliberately. “You know that's foolish. You need me, just like I need you. Without me, you wouldn't have been able to do the things we did during the battle and vice versa.”

I swatted his hand away, causing his eyes to grow wide. “Don't Try That Shit On Me.” I barked, sorrow now gone and replaced with rage. “I Could've Taken The Whole Army If You Hadn't Slowed Me Down.”

My counterpart continued to stare in disbelief at me, glancing down at the hand I had swatted away. “You're being illogical. We barely made it out alive. We should've rested after that pulse.”

I gestured wildly as I glared at my counterpart. “And What Would That Have Accomplished? Thanks To Me, We Expelled That Fucking Army!”

My counterpart growled as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Need I remind you that we passed out the first chance we got? We couldn't have lifted a weapon, let alone take on an army.”

I took another step forward challengingly. “We Could Be Beating Almar Now If You Weren't Slowing Me Down! You're Always Too Careful, Always Too Fearful.”

My counterpart directed his palm at me again, causing me to take a step back. A feeling of submission washed over me as my counterpart started to speak. “Now you're being irrational. We're just one person. They have an army of unknown size, resources with unknown capabilities, and knowledge of unknown significance. There are too many variables to guarantee victory.”

I swatted the hand away again. “I Don't Need A Guarantee, I Just Need A Chance!” He faltered again and took a step back. I mirrored his movement and took a step forward, glaring at him challengingly. “As Far As I'm Concerned, The Only Thing Holding Me Back Is You!”

My counterpart brought his hand to his head as he seemed to concentrate. “Something's off.” I grabbed his collar.

“Absolutely, This Time I Won't Have You Manipulate Me!” He pushed against me forcing me to release him.

He seemed to be concentrating hard now. “You don't understand. This isn't normal. This isn-” A piercing headache suddenly radiated through my head and I let out a roar of pain. My counterpart seemed to have the same issue as he let out a pained cry. I slammed my fist into the floor angrily, throwing up a splash of water.



I clenched my eyes shut. A piercing headache was radiating through my temple. My counterpart slammed his fist into the floor, spraying water everywhere. “Don't Do That!” He roared.

I blinked in surprise as the headache vanished and I was left staggering in front of my counterpart. “You don't understand.” I countered. “It didn't use to be like this We're supposed to be dreaming.”

My counterpart swiped at the floor, pushing up another spray of water as he climbed to his feet. “You Think I Care About What It's Supposed To Be!?” My counterpart roared. I looked at him, only now realizing his differing appearance. He lacked the glasses I wore. His shirt was torn to shreds, forearms covered in dried blood, and his jeans were stained in dirt and water. His hair stuck out at crazy angles, only adding to the madness he displayed. “I've Been Held Back By Your Cowardice For Too Long! Now I'll Finally Be Free To Do What I Want!” He began monologuing, going off on a tangent about events from before. I turned to the body of Shel as I tried to make sense of the situation. I blinked as I saw . . . a ghost. I . . . no, we . . . were kneeling, holding Shel, as a transparent vision of the alley came into focus. I blinked again as the vision of us suddenly multiplied and split off, some going towards the street while others ran off through the back alley, either holding or not holding Shel. I watched as text boxes appeared near each vision, gauging a constantly fluctuating success rate. The alley slowly expanded to mimic the entire street and the night sky above, complete with a waxing half-moon.

I was starting to breathe heavily, hyperventilating.  “We're still grieving,” I muttered. “I thought we reached acceptance, but we're still grieving.” I looked to my counterpart as a realization dawned on me. “We didn't use to be separated. We've never been like this.” He faltered as he looked down at his hands. He stared at them for a moment before clenching and unclenching them as he began laughing maniacally.

A chill ran down my spine as he looked back at me with a wild expression, smile running ear to ear. “You c-ha-an't influe-he-ence me!” He cackled. “You've tried twice now and st-he-ill haven't changed my mind.” I took a step back as I looked down at my own hands. “It extends beyond that. We're an unconscious image of Dexter. If we've been separated, it's only a matter of time before it leaks into the conscious mind, if it hasn't already.” I looked up at my counterpart as I tried to find reason in this. “How did this happen? When did this happen?” The transparent street around me suddenly vanished, leaving the sky and moon above. The field was no longer flooded. Instead, it was flat and white, illuminated only by the moonlight. I turned to look behind my counterpart as a familiar demonic door with a bright green eye materialized. The eye seemed to stare at us as the moon reflected off its pupil.

Another realization dawned on me as my counterpart angrily strode towards me. “Something Happened To Us!” I shouted. “Something Happened And Now We're Separated. We're Being Manipulated By Forces Unknown!”

He grabbed my collar roughly before I could continue. “Fuck Yea, I'm Being Manipulated And I'm About To Remove The Manipulator.” He roared.

My eyes went wide as I watched him wind his fist back. I pushed back hard, forcing him to release me. “You're Being Foolish!” I shouted back. “Why Would I Want To Separate Us? We Were Performing Fantastically As A Single Unit!”

My counterpart scoffed. “Maybe In Your Eyes, But To Me, I've Always Been Held Back!” He roared. “I’ve Always Had To Play Second Fiddle To You! Well No More! Today, I Take Control!”

I took a step back as my counterpart began to swing. I dodged his flying fists as I tried to reason with him. “We're supposed to be a balance. We can't have one half take full control.”

“Why Not? You've Been Doing It For The Last Nineteen Years!”

“It hasn't been exclusively me. I've relinquished control when necessary.”

“That's Never Been My Choice! It's Always Been When You Have No Other Option. Well, I'm Tired Of Not Controlling My Own Destiny!” He swung his fist around and nailed the side of my head. A ringing began in my ear and I quickly retreated. “That hurt. That Actually Hurt!” My counterpart continued to glare at me. He advanced as I retreated. “I'm Going To Do What You Did To Me For So Long!” I raised my arm in defense as he swung again. A portion of the floor suddenly rose up to form a wall between the two of us. I heard my counterpart curse as he slammed his fist into the impromptu object. I stared at my hand as he quickly moved around the wall. “That Won't Stop Me!” He cried. I quickly repeated the motion and tried to create another wall between us. He anticipated the change and quickly vaulted over the newly forming wall. I quickly retreated as he swung again. “I Won't Rest Until I Have My Revenge!” I backed up as I got into a fighting stance.

My counterpart paused as he saw me finally indicate a conflict. “I believe you.” I gasped, my ringing ear finally subsiding. “That's why I'm doing this,” I repeated the motion one more time, causing a long stretch of wall to rise from the floor. I quickly turned and sprinted away. “If I can control the layout in here, then . . .” I quickly willed more walls, random walls, to start appearing behind me, forming a massive maze.

I continued to run as I heard my counterpart bellow. “You Can't Hide Forever! I Will Find You!” A brief headache radiated through me as I sprinted away. “I can be hurt in this situation. How far would that extend? Is it possible for him to kill me? Given his state, he would if he could.” A brief vision flashed through my head, one of the doors being blown apart. “If he can do that, I don't want to run the risk.” I ran for my life as my counterpart bellowed behind me. “Advantage me: I have the ability to manipulate this plane of existence. Advantage him: He only has to catch me once; I have to avoid him indefinitely and I don't know how much longer I'll be able to change the landscape.” I cursed under my breath as a boom rang out across the plane. I instinctively looked up at the moon. Its waxing face seemed to watch me as I ran through the growing maze of walls. “This might be very painful.”



Amelia



I sat in the office chair as I waited for Brokil to arrive. Bulak had left last night after speaking to Dexter. I couldn't hear everything they said, but it sounded like she made Dexter feel a lot better. Dexter didn't come down from the loft, but the silence that was lost no longer palpable. I went to bed shortly after, having had my own catharsis of another session of tears. I'd woken up to silence, broken only the faint whistling of the wind and the wet drips of freshly halted rain. The noise continued to permeate the barn as the sun slowly rose high. It took an inordinate amount of time for them to arrive, but the knock finally echoed through the barn. I walked over as I braced myself for Brokil's scorn. He glared in contempt as I pulled open the door. “I hope Dexter has come to his senses.” He growled.

I nodded anxiously. “He's asleep right now, but I think he understands the stakes,” I replied.

Brokil nodded as he strode in. “Then we will continue with his training, slowly so that he does not have a childish outburst.”

I nodded as I followed and overtook Brokil. “I'll go wake him up,” I muttered, moving to climb the ladder. Brokil stood there as I climbed into the loft. I hesitated as I saw Dexter tossing and turning in his hammock. He was letting out soft groans as he seemed to struggle with himself. I quickly rushed and grabbed his arm over as his struggles grew intense. “Dexter!” I hissed. He jolted awake, grabbing my arm in a vice-like grip. I grunted in pain as he sat up and stared wildly around, breathing heavy. It took him a minute to take in his situation, all the while he continued to grip my arm. “Dexter,” I grunted again. He turned sharply to stare at me. He heaved a few more times before he relented his grip and brought the hand to his head, letting out a groan. “Bad dream?” I asked, rubbing my now free arm.

He nodded as he continued to rub his head. “I think I'm dehydrated.” He groaned. “My head is killing me.”

I nodded as I helped him climb out.“There’s some water downstairs,” I said guiding him to the ladder. Dexter grimaced as he began to climb down.

I saw Brokil glaring at him as he descended. “Have you learned some respect?” He growled. Dexter nodded weakly as he moved over to the pitcher of water. He lifted it to his lips and drank deeply.

He swallowed a few large gulps before slamming the pitcher back down. “Let's do this.” He blurted out, moving over to Brokil. Brokil grunted in agreement as he turned and walked back outside. Dexter and I followed him as Dexter continued to rub his head.

Brokil turned to us as he set his satchel against the barn. “I will not tolerate any more insubordination.” He growled as Dexter joined him outside. “Be open to my instructions, or lose it entirely, it is your choice.” Dexter nodded as he rubbed his hands together. Brokil looked him up and down. “We will continue where we left off. Move over there and cast barrier.” Dexter nodded as he moved into position. Once he was far enough away, he turned around and cast a barrier, causing a mountainous field to flicker into existence. “Concentrate.” Brokil urged angrily. Dexter growled at the rolling plane as he raised his hand. He slowly clenched his fist as he seemed to concentrate. The barrier gradually flattered as his finger closed but didn't become the plane it was intended to be. Dexter let out a growl of exertion as he tried to achieve the smooth surface. The barrier refused to cooperate as Dexter continued to glare at the field. He suddenly let out a breath and released his grip, causing the barrier to return to its rolling jagged state. Dexter growled in frustration as Brokil shook his head. “You need to concentrate. The spell won't stabilize if you can't concentrate.”

Dexter raised his trembling hand to his head. “I know that.” He retorted impatiently. “It's just abnormally hard to do so right now.”

Brokil let out an angered sigh. “We will wait until you have sorted your spell casting. I will not have an incomplete incantation corrupting my instructions.” Dexter nodded as he tried again. The barrier slowly flattened out again, but once Dexter released his hand it snapped back to its prior state. Dexter growled in frustration as Brokil glared at him in condemnation. Dexter noticed the scorn and took a deep breath as he appeared to collect his thoughts. After a minute he stared determinedly at the rolling barrier and clenched his fist again, slower this time. The barrier flattened out briefly, then disappeared with a soft pop. Brokil let out a disgruntled growl. “I said concentrate, not dissipate.” He said scornfully.

Dexter tilted his head briefly in disbelief then corrected himself. “It . . . it just vanished.” He gasped in astonishment. “I had it and it just . . . disappeared”

Brokil approached Dexter, exasperated. “Well try and concentrate.” He said condescendingly. “If you cannot maintain a simple spell here then you have no hope of casting a spell in the field of battle.”

Dexter nodded as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know I know. I just . . . I can get past this. I can get past this.” Dexter quickly got into a stance and began casting the Barrier again. The blue field flickered briefly into existence then disappeared again with a small pop. Dexter growled in frustration. “It's not fucking holding.” He barked angrily.

A voice suddenly rang out from further down the hill. “I hope I am not interrupting,” Bulak said loudly. We all turned to watch her walk the rest of the way up the hill. “I hope the two of you slept well. I have a few more techniques that I would like to cover today.” She tilted her head as she got closer and saw Brokil's facial expression. “Are your instructions not going well.”

Brokil let out a sigh as he gestured at Dexter. “It seems that he once again is having trouble maintaining spells,” Brokil explained. “I may have to go over my concentration technique in hopes that it solves his problem,”

Dexter growled again. “It's not my fucking concentra-” He suddenly stopped himself, seeming to think for a minute. “That might need to happen.” He finally admitted, moving back to the barn. “Let's go inside for that. Bulak and Amelia can work out here for now.” Brokil nodded as he followed Dexter inside. I glanced at him curiously as I watched him enter the barn. “How late did he stay up? He might be sleep deprived. Though if it’s his D.I.D., he might be switching personalities as he tries to cast. I’ll have to confront him about it at some point.” I let out a sigh as I turned to Bulak. She gave me a quizzical look as the barn door was closed once more.

I scratched my head as I tried to distract myself from the worry I was experiencing.“You had new techniques?” I asked.

Bulak nodded as she took another step closer. “If you ever find yourself without magic, you might find these techniques particularly useful. If performed correctly, they could make movement moderately difficult.”

I grinned slightly as I stretched. “That’ll be perfect. I’ll definitely need to learn those if Brokil was right about anti-magic fields.”

Brokil grinned as she gestured me closer. “Let us begin then.”



We spent the next few hours training. The sky was still overcast from yesterday, but it didn't rain. Bulak went over some techniques to disarm various opponents, slowly guiding me through the proper movements. A few of them involved the points she already taught me, pressuring them to have the opponent drop their weapon. Once she finished instructing, we sparred, ensuring I would be able to properly perform the movements. At first, Bulak started off slow, making sure I had the basics down first before slowly increasing the speed. I eventually found myself struggling to keep up with her as she sped up. She didn’t make it impossible though, slowing down just enough to let me keep pace with her. It quickly tired me out as we continued to spar. By the time we were done, I was breathing heavy and sweating through Dexter’s shirt. Bulak panted alongside me as she gestured at me. “You will need . . . to find time to . . . . improve your stamina.” She remarked.

I nodded in agreement, puffing all the while. “I think I'll . . just go for . . a run in . . the morning every . . now and then.” I panted.

I continued to gasp as Bulak nodded in agreement. “If you wish to . . . defend yourself . . . that would be . . . most wise.” She sighed.

I nodded and finally let out a sigh as I stood and stretched. “In any case, I think I’m done for the day.  Should we see how Dexter and Brokil are doing?”

Bulak nodded as she gestured towards the barn. “Lead the way.” She agreed. I nodded as I turned and began leading her up towards the barn. She patted my shoulder as she gave me words of encouragement. “You have improved tremendously. Your reflexes are not quick, but they are growing quicker with each lesson.”

I grinned at the remark. “Thanks. I never had lessons like these before. I’m still kind of unsure how you actually study for this stuff.”

Bulak waved my concerns off as we reached the door. “There is only repetition in this regard.” She replied. “Combat is a quick and unforgiving art. Haste is paramount if you wish to find victory. Repetition is the only way your body will harden itself against others. Unfortunately, you do not have the time others have. You and Dexter have a long way to go before you are truly formidable opponents in battle.”

I nodded as I pulled open the door. “We’ll catch up. We just need ti-” I stopped as I turned to gaze inside the barn. The scene before me was both alien and familiar. Dexter was sitting cross-legged on a table as a book vibrated violently next to him.

Brokil slammed his hand on the table as he urging Dexter on. “Concentrate. This is worse than your previous attempts.” Dexter growled in frustration as the vibrations grew slightly smaller. The vibrations suddenly exploded as Dexter let out a gasp, causing the book to fall to the floor with a loud bang. Dexter cursed under his breath as Brokil let out a sigh. “You are not concentrating.”

Dexter seemed to grit his teeth as heard the statement. “I insist it has nothing to do with my level of concentration. Something is just not clicking with me.” Dexter replied, forcibly calm.

Brokil shook his head as he let out a low growl. “If the spell is not stable you are not concentrating enough.” Brokil insisted. “You cannot cast a spell and not devote your mind to it.”

Dexter let out a guttural sigh. “I am devoting my mind, it's something else that distorting the spell.” They went back and forth like this for a little while. Bulak glanced at me questioningly. I shrugged in response.

She turned back and cleared her throat loudly, causing them to turn to her. “If you have made no progress, I suggest Dexter move onto his physical training for now.” She stated firmly. Neither spoke as they stared at her for a minute.  

Then Dexter let out a sigh and hopped down from the table. “I haven't improved here, so I might as well improve elsewhere,” Dexter growled, moving to follow Bulak outside. She nodded as she followed him and pulled the door closed behind her. I turned to Brokil defeatedly as he continued to glare at the closed door.

I let out a calming sigh as I tried to calm Brokil’s obvious agitation. “Just give him some time,” I begged. “He's going to get better, he just needs time.”

Brokil let out a growl as he waved me over. “For his sake, I hope you are correct. For now, let us continue with your instructions.” I nodded as I moved over. Brokil seemed to relax as he opened his satchel again and began searching.

I shifted from one foot to the other as I considered voicing something that was on my mind. “I don’t know if this sounds too optimistic,” I said carefully. “but I might actually have a suggestion for an improvement to Levitate,”

Brokil stopped searching and looked up at me skeptically. “What could you possibly suggest that the mages of the Institute have not come up with?”

I stifled a grin as stopped beside him. It took me a while to explain my idea to him. He was skeptical at first, explaining that the mana needed to maintain the spell for the same amount of time wouldn't matter in the long run. I eventually had to write down some equations to help him grasp the idea, which inevitably turned into me teaching him the Arabic numerals. “It won't be useful to mages and wizards that don't have the discount,” I admitted. “but if it's built just right it'll be very much so for the ones that do.”

Brokil rubbed his head as he heard the end of my proposal. “So, this would be a spell designed specifically for powerful mages, those that possess enough skill for the mystic arts that they need not contribute mana to low-cost spells?” I nodded affirmatively. Brokil rubbed his head for a little while longer before continuing. “Very few people fall into that category, I am still in awe that both of you possess this skill.” I nodded again and waited for him to continue. Brokil spent another minute thinking. “Many have tried to make complex spells easier and have encountered unforeseen consequences. The barrier I taught you is one of these examples.”

I let out a sigh. “This isn't making a complex spell simple, this is making a simple spell a bit more complex.” I insisted. Brokil didn't respond. “If He has learned anything about magic, the elves might already have something like this. If they haven't thought of this, they're probably really close to doing so.” I leaned in slightly. “You do want to knock them down a peg or two, right? This might be one of the spells that allow you to overcome them.”

Brokil paused for a moment then let out a sigh as he rubbed his head again. “Even if you are correct in your assumptions, I do not have the skill to test such a spell. Whatever spell I create could drain me of my mana for the day.”

I thought about his problem for a moment then shrugged. “Maybe you could ask someone that does have the skill,” I suggested. “You could make it like an extra credit assignment.” Brokil tilted his head at me. “You are a teacher, right?”

Surprisingly, Brokil shook his head. “I am an assistant.” He explained. “I work under a teacher at the institution. I do not have the power to give assignments.” I nodded as Brokil glanced at the doorway. “This has been the highest assignment I have been given in decades. Zugorim was not well known within the institution. So, when he was lost, an orphan with very little to his name does not hold much sway in the institution. The only reason they accepted me as a student was my knowledge of magic.”

I nodded as I gestured at the equations. “But do you think you'll be able to find someone willing to help you with this?”

Brokil thought for another minute. “Perhaps.” He finally replied. “Regardless of getting help, it is going to take some time. This would be a high-level spell, meaning it shall take time to correctly make, not including any improvements or corrections that become necessary when the spell is tested. Even if I were to work non-stop, it will not be done in time for Dexter's rite.”

I nodded as Brokil finished his warning. “As long as it gets done,” I replied, cleaning up the papers scattered on the table. I offered them to Brokil but he waved them away. I set them aside as I continued. “For now, let's continue with the magic lessons.”

Brokil thought for a moment, then nodded. “It is time I begin teaching you about healing.” He said, opening a book and turning the pages. “Of course, basic healing is in and of itself quite advanced.” He suddenly stopped on a page and slid the book over to me. “We shall start with the most fundamental technique in healing.” I looked down at the page. Bold letters spelled out ‘Numbness'. I looked skeptically at Brokil. He gestured as he explained. “It is part of almost all healing spells. It allows the mage to halt the feeling of pain in the target area. Otherwise, the recipients would be in excruciating pain. It is honestly intriguing to consider healing being painful.”

I nodded as I turned back to the page. “If you’re regenerating cells, chances are some nerves are going to be triggered,” I remarked. I furrowed my brow as I read the spell. Just from looking, it seemed quite a bit more advanced. There were only single-handed gestures available, but it took up the space of both single and double-handed gestures of prior spells. The symbol was also a lot messier and the incantation looked more like a paragraph than a long sentence.

I glanced at Brokil and he nodded. “It only becomes more difficult from here.” He repeated. I let out a short laugh as I turned back to the entry. “Tell that to my sleepless nights of study. It's just a matter of mindset.”
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Amelia



I spent the rest of the day learning Numbness. It took a lot longer to remember the full sequence of gestures but was I finally able to cause a select portion of my arm to go numb. I moved my arm around as the feeling of warm nothingness enveloped my forearm. It didn't feel too dissimilar to the effects of anesthesia, but it was weird to realize I was doing this all on my own. I glanced at my unaffected hand, flexing my fingers to get an accurate comparison. I could feel the spell having the same pull the other spells exerted, causing both my arm and my brain to have an unusual sensation about them. I decided to release the spell and see if I could control the numbness that way. The feeling slowly returned to my extremity as I allowed the spell to fade. I grinned slightly as I glanced up at Brokil. “This is incredible. It took humans hundreds of years to develop a compound that did this. But with magic, all it takes is some knowledge and mana.”

Brokil nodded, rubbing his chin as he watched me marvel at the spell. “Before this spell, most healings caused horrible pains. Those that did not, required much more mana to cast. It is fortunate that this spell was developed. Otherwise, healing would be much more difficult.”

I nodded as I glanced back at the book. “Sounds like what humans went through. We had invasive procedures for a long time before we found a way to numb the pain. I could only imagine what it's like to go without it.” I closed my eyes as I recalled the incantation again. “It definitely would've helped humans to know about magic, but then again, we wouldn't have had the mana to use it.” I looked back down as I verified my memory. “Considering that limitation, we're automatically at a disadvantage if we encounter an unfriendly mage. The only solace we have is potentially ample prep time and our knowledge of the natural laws.” I turned back to my arm as I began casting the spell again. “But for now, all we can do is close the skill gap a bit.”



Dexter came in after another couple of hours, He was breathing heavily and sweating profusely. “How'd it go?” I asked, releasing the spell. Dexter didn't say anything as he grimaced and made his way towards the ladder. I turned to Bulak as Dexter disappeared over the edge. “That bad?”

Bulak rubbed her head. “He muttered of head pains all day. He seemed barely able to focus.”

I nodded as I glanced up at the loft. “He's probably still dehydrated. He'll feel better by tomorrow. He just needs water and rest.”

Bulak nodded as she gestured at me. “What of you? How is your training going?” I looked down at the book. I was able to omit one or two repetitive gestures, but I was still a long way from just gesturing at my hand and causing it to go numb.

I let out a sigh as I released the spell again. “It's getting there, but there's still a lot I need to learn before I start making my own spells.”

Brokil gestured dismissively. “You have done stupendously so far. Your suggestion is risky but may contribute greatly to our knowledge of spells. I only need to find time to test it.” I felt myself blush slightly as I continued to read the entry.

I turned back to Bulak as I gestured up at the loft. “He'll feel better tomorrow. I can promise it.”



Dexter



The rules changed. I was shocked when I . . sort of . . ‘awoke' . . standing in front of my counterpart. Some level of me assumed we'd resume this game of cat and mouse within my maze. Instead, I was placed ten yards away from that bundle of rage. I had a half-second to take in his attire. He wore an even more disheveled and damaged version of the clothes he had before if that was at all possible. He let out an enraged roar before he came charging at me and I had to turn and flee back into the maze. “Get Back Here You Bastard!” His feet thundered behind me as I ran desperately into the maze. I attempted to create a barrier as I had done before, but the ground didn't rise to my command. “Prior assumption correct: barrier creation currently not available.”

I decided to try and lose myself in the labyrinth of twists and turns. Our pounding feet echoed off the empty walls of the world we were in. After what felt like an hour of weaving through walls I heard my counterpart's bellows of rage, muffled by the walls between us. “I Will Find You! Don’t Think You’ve Escaped Me!” I started to pant as I ran, further distancing myself from my counterpart. I did not want to risk him capturing me, I didn’t need the damage question answered right now. After another few minutes of running, I suddenly found myself at a dead-end and braced myself against the wall, panting. “New information: rules of fatigue and energy apply.” I squinted slightly as I realized the alien nature of my own head. I looked down at my open palm. “Realization: thought process is robotic and monotone. Conclusion: separation runs deeper than previously thought. Conjuncture: I must find out who did this and how to undo it. At least my memory is consistent through each of these dreams.”

I stood straight and took a deep breath as I realized my thoughts had suddenly returned to normal. “So, it's like that ‘we' thing.” I gasped. “It sort of goes away if I’m aware of it. At least I won't be thinking like a robot for now.”

I turned back the way I came as I heard my counterpart bellow from far off. “Where Are You? Show Yourself, You Coward!” I glanced down at my palm again as he continued his far off shouting. “If the monotone thoughts went away, maybe I can make barriers again. Then again, it might make a shit ton of noise and bring him my way. I have no idea where he is, nor the path between me and him. I better keep it small then, avoid large changes.” I turned to the floor and willed a stump to grow from the ground. A soft rumble occurred and a piece of the floor shot up a foot from the rest. The end result was pure white, like the walls, but the sides were rough and jagged, more fitting to a rock wall that the barriers I made before. “Okay, I'm back in business. Now I just need to put as much distance between me and him as possible. I'll worry about a plan once I far enough away.” I turned back to the dead end. “Might as well go all out now.” I charged forward as I willed the wall to temporarily vanish. The pure white surface complied as it temporarily turned fluid-like.

I dashed through the now permeable space and continued to run, the walls changing in front of me and rematerializing behind. They made a horrible gurgling noise as I continued to barrel through them, masking any noise my counterpart might make. I continued to run blindly as I broadcasted my position to my adversary. “It doesn't matter. I should be running away from him and he still has an entire maze of walls to go through. I should be ju-” I was interrupted when I slammed into a wall that refused to yield. Pain shot through my face as it slammed into the hardened surface. I rubbed my nose as I heard my counterpart's bellow, much closer this time. “I Know You're Here Somewhere! There's No Point In Hiding!” I looked up quickly as I sensed movement far down the corridor. My counterpart was standing at the end of it, glaring angrily at me. “There You Are!” I turned quickly and dashed down the hallway as I tried to flee from him. I heard his thundering feet behind mine as I slammed myself along the wall over and over again, desperate to create another passageway. Instead, I just bounced off, each attempt bringing him closer and closer to me. I suddenly found a branching corridor and turned down it. I quickly ran towards another wall as I willed it to yield. “Please work. Please work.” I was relieved when the wall shifted an instant before I hit it and materialized again the second I passed.

I panted as I continued to run through the walls, placing more and more distance between me and my counterpart. “Okay,” I panted. “Now I can start formulating a plan.” The walls continued to vanish as I ran through them and slowly came up with a plan. “Step one; find out who did this. Step two; find out what they did. And step three; find out how to undo it.” Suddenly, a blinding pain began radiating through my skull. I faltered and fell, tumbling until I finally stopped on my knees. I cradled my pounding head as I heard a deep rumbling crack echoed across the sky. “Shit, that hurts.” I looked up as the headache faded again and I saw the moon, half full as it was the night before. From where I knelt I could see a miniscule crack running from the center of the light side, stopping just before the shadow. “The fuck? . . . . That cannot be good.”



Amelia



I was sitting in the office chair again, waiting for Bulak or Brokil to arrive for the day. The damp drips of yesterday were absent, replaced instead by the soft drone of insects around the barn. I stared absentmindedly at the Rubik's cube as the time slowly ticked by. “Dexter spent the rest of the day in bed. He drank a bunch of water and hasn't moved since, outside of relieving himself. He should be ready for more training today.” I rubbed my arm. “He has a little under two weeks to get ready for the rite. Every day spent not training is another chance of him failing.” My internal monologue was interrupted by a knock at the door. I quickly jumped up and rushed to open it. This time, I was greeted by Bulak. She gestured up at the loft as she entered. “Is he feeling better?” She asked.

I shrugged as I closed the door behind her. “He's not up yet. So, I really don't know. I did all I could to help him rehydrate, but that's assuming it's what caused his headache in the first place.”

Bulak nodded as she turned. “Regardless, we should resume his training.”

I nodded as I moved towards the ladder again. “I'll get him up then,” I said, climbing into the loft. I turned to Dexter's hammock as I reached the top of the ladder. He definitely seemed better than yesterday, though he still turned in his sleep. I spotted the pitcher of water I'd brought him for the night, untouched since I'd placed it there. I moved over and gently shook him awake. He sat up with a start then grunted slightly as he cradled his head. “Feeling better?” I asked.

Dexter briefly rubbed his head before replying.  “I'm fine.” He grunted. “Who's here this time?”

I gestured down at the floor below. “Bulak. She’s ready to continue your training.”

Dexter nodded as he turned and climbed down from the hammock. “Let's not keep her waiting then.” I nodded as I followed Dexter down the ladder.

Bulak motioned for us to follow as she started walking towards the door. “I hope you are feeling better.” She said, pulling open the door. “There is still much to cover before your rite.”

Dexter nodded again as he moved over to the table of weapons and picked up a pair, a basic sword and shield. “I'm ready. Give me everything you got.” Bulak nodded as she picked up her own weapons, another sword, and shield, and began her lesson. They started off slow, a sort of warm-up where they slowly clashed their swords together in an almost rehearsed fashion. Bulak gave occasional verbal instructions as the ringing of metal echoed across the hill. Their blows slowly grew faster as they started incorporating their shields into the mix. The crescendo of iron and wood grew louder as Bulak began using her shield to shove Dexter's blade out of the way, forcing Dexter to defend accordingly. The tempo of weapons came to an abrupt halt when Bulak managed to bypass Dexter's defenses and hit him with the flat of her blade. Dexter let out a grunt of pain and staggered back as the blade connected.

Bulak immediately lowered her weapons and began explaining the error that allowed her to strike him. “You are keeping your blade too high. You leave yourself open for a quicker opponent.” She helped Dexter straighten and began positioning his arm. “Hold your blade down here. With this, you may block many incoming strikes. It is paramount that you learn to use your weapons outside of their obvious purpose.”

Dexter nodded as he caught his breath and took note of the position. “Got it. Let's get back into it.” Bulak nodded as she got into a stance. Dexter mirrored her and they continued to spar. They repeated this pattern several times before I finally spotted Brokil climbing up the hill. He was reading from a book as he walked. He only glanced up once Dexter let out a bellow from being struck again.

He turned and walked over to me as Bulak continued teaching Dexter.  “Shall we continue with your lessons?” He asked. I nodded as I turned to walk back into the barn.

Brokil followed me as he looked back down at his book and closed the door behind us. “I have nothing new to teach at the moment. For now, continue practicing with Numbness.” I nodded as I moved over and began casting the spell.



I spent several hours practicing the spell. I managed to shorten it by a few more gestures before Dexter and Bulak walked back through the door. Dexter wasn't breathing as heavily but still seemed physically exhausted. “How was training?” I asked. Dexter let out a sigh as he collapsed into a chair.

Bulak answered for him as I released the spell again. “I believe he has exhausted his physical energy and is ready to train some of his arcane abilities.”

I nodded as I stood and walked over to her, gesturing towards Dexter. “I'll train with Bulak. Brokil, can you help Dexter work on his concentration?”

Dexter let out an exhausted grunt. “My problem is not about concentration. We have a different issue.”

Brokil gestured dismissively. “I shall attempt to remedy the problem.” He said assuredly. I nodded as I followed Bulak outside.

She took a few steps beyond the door before turning around. “Shall we continue to train your disarming skills?” I nodded as I pulled the door closed behind me.



I spent the next few hours working on disarming variously armed opponents. I was slowly getting better and making fewer mistakes. I was even starting to distinguish the correct method for various knife-wielding techniques. I redirected Bulak's latest mock jab as I brought my other hand around to grab the handle. I misjudged Bulak's speed and ended up grabbing her wrist, allowing her to pull away and jab me with her elbow before I could rip the blade from her hand. “You're fast.” I gasped, rubbing my side where Bulak had prodded.

She grinned slightly and nodded. “Dexter's training encouraged me to adapt my teachings accordingly.”

I nodded as I glanced back at the barn. “How ready do you think he is?” I asked, pointing. “For the rite I mean?”

Bulak seemed to consider for a moment. “He seems to have many of the reflexes already, but they're just very unrefined. He outstrips many of the common soldiers in terms of stamina, but his physical strength is notably lacking. Your stamina is honestly a sight to behold in any regard. The only reason I have managed to keep up with him is the training uncle Agrob has put me through. The only concern I have is his ability to traverse the gauntlet and the notion that he will be entering the arena alone.” I nodded as I tried to imagine the idea. He still didn't know what the Council would throw at him. It could be any number of creatures, real or mythical. There wasn't really any way of knowing what they'd choose.

I let out a hum as I considered his more immediate obstacle, this so-called gauntlet. “What about the gauntlet? Is there anything you can tell him?”

Bulak shook her head as she gestured. “Nothing definitive. They change the course every month. I have no way of knowing what set of obstacles he shall be facing. That is also not accounting for the fact that they are changing it in preparation for his rite. Not even Dubak is allowed to see it until it is time.”

I rubbed my head as I tried to envision the gauntlet. “So, I'm guessing it's some kind of obstacle course? The objective is to get through it without failing or falling off of it?”

Bulak nodded, as she jabbed a thumb towards the Great Hall. “A fall from the gauntlet is quite painful, despite the water below. What worsens the injury is beginning anew from the start of the gauntlet. Many potential warriors become dejected at the prospect of starting over after they were so close to victory.”

I nodded and let out a sigh as I rubbed my head. “I’d imagine so. Is there no way you can help prepare him for it?”

Bulak shook her head. “It is too late to train his strength. There is also not much I can do now to improve his reflexes. The best I can do right now is to refine the reflexes he already has, and teach him the defensive techniques he might need in the arena.”

I nodded as I glanced at the barn again. “But do you think he'll be able to do it?” I asked again.

Bulak was silent for another minute before answering. “It is hard to say. It all depends on how much he learns between now and then and how willing he is to take in new information. I worry that he is not accepting my advice. I had to correct the same mistake thrice over today.”

I nodded again as I gazed at the barn door. “I think he's still grieving a bit,” I admitted. “What you said to him might have made him feel better, but that doesn't mean he's completely forgotten about Shel.”

Bulak nodded solemnly, folding her arms in front of her as her face sank. “I am hopeful that he will be able to retain enough focus to make it through the rite. Otherwise, all his efforts will be for naught.” I nodded as I glanced at the knife still in Bulak's hand. “That doesn’t bode well. Even Bulak seems to think something is up. Then again, that means he’s more likely to get the help he needs. I only wish he would talk to me more. The two of us are basically in this together.”

I shook my head as I focused on the present again. “We can't do anything else for him right now. All we can do is let him rest and continue once he's ready.”

Bulak looked down at the knife in her hand. I could see it glint slightly in the sun. “I suppose you are correct.” She stated, turning the knife around in her hand. “Let us not dwell on that then. If I recall, Dexter is not the only one that seeks improvement.” She said as she looked up at me.

I grinned slightly as I felt myself blushing. “We should get to it then.” I said in agreement. Bulak nodded as she returned to a fighting stance. I mimicked her for a moment then burst into action as we continued sparring.



The sun was starting to sink low in the sky by the time we finally called it a day. I let out a sigh as I stretched. “I don't know how you're able to keep this up for so long.” I sighed.

Bulak grinned slightly as she tossed the dagger onto the table of mock weapons. “As I mentioned before, Agrob put me through intensive training. As such, I am able to maintain repeated strikes for several minutes before requiring rest.”

I grinned as I finished stretching, beginning to follow Bulak back towards the barn. “If I keep training, I might easily reach double that.” I remarked.

Bulak grinned and nodded again as he pulled open the door. “It would not surprise me if D-” She suddenly stopped when she gazed into the barn. I quickly looked around her to investigate. I saw Dexter sitting crossed legged on a table, office chair shaking wildly in front of him.

Brokil was standing several feet away, shielding himself as he gave loud instructions to Dexter. “Maintain Sarding Concentration. What Could Possibly Be Distracting You So Much?” I saw Dexter's jaw clench as he let out a low growl. The office chair briefly grew more violent then fell on its side with a clatter. Brokil let out a sigh and angrily strode over to Dexter. “I cannot teach you more advanced spells if you cannot concentrate on this one.” Dexter jaw clenched again as Brokil began lecturing him. His head titled left and right as he just sat there and stared at the chair. It looked like he wanted to say something yet refused to say it. Bulak and I stepped in and closed the door behind us. The boom created resonated through the barn and caused Dexter and Brokil to turn to us.

Bulak strode in a few steps as she gestured at them calmingly. “I think it is best for us to retire for the evening. Today has been most tiring and agitating.” Bulak said firmly. “There is no use in teaching if you cannot hold your tongue against vulgarity.” A brief grin flashed across Dexter's face before he returned to his neutral expression.

Brokil glanced at him and let out a scoff. “Very well, but I demand you to practice your concentration for tomorrow.” He said, pointing at Dexter. “I cannot waste my time on one that does not properly commit themselves to my lessons.” Dexter's jaw clenched again as Brokil turned and began walking out of the barn. Dexter glared at him as he walked out the door.

Bulak stepped closer as a second boom reverberated through the barn. “Do not let his words bother you. He is merely attempting to help.”

Dexter growled as he rubbed his head. “That much is known. The problem is with his methods. Our issue isn't concentration. It's something else and we don't know what. It doesn't help that he's not willing to consider anything else.”

Bulak nodded again as she placed a hand on his shoulder. “I am certain you will be able to find a solution. For now, I shall let the two of you rest. You still have training to complete tomorrow.” Dexter nodded as Bulak let go and started walking towards the door. She waved goodby as she pulled open the door and left us on our own. I let out a soft sigh as I turned back to Dexter and a dozen question drifted through my mind. “What’s he thinking? He flat out used plural too. Does he have D.I.D.? How stable is he right now? Can I help him improve?” Dexter ignored my gaze, choosing instead to stare at the still toppled office chair, taking deep and slow breaths. I took a few steps forward as I tried to pick the question to ask. One question, in particular, came to the forefront of my mind, one that would likely cover most of the issues he'd have and lead to as many answers as possible.

I swallowed nervously as I gathered the courage to talk. “Dexter?” I asked timidly. Dexter merely let out questioning grunt, not taking his eyes off the chair. “Can I ask you something?”

Dexter’s mood seemed to shift as he turned to me, squinting slightly. “What is it?” He asked skeptically.

I let out a sigh as I gathered my thoughts and just went for it. “Doyouhavemultiplepersonalities?” I asked quickly, not giving myself time to slow down or back out.

Dexter seemed taken aback by the question, his squint turning to confusion as he stared at me. “I'm sorry, what?” He sounded really confused.

I swallowed again as I repeated my query. “Do you have multiple personalities?” I asked again. “Do you have multiple people controlling one body?”

Dexter looked at me with shocked confusion. “That . . . came out of nowhere. Why would you ask that?”

I faltered briefly as he continued to stare at me. “I just thought . . . what with all the time you talked with yourself . . . that you're actually talking with someone else. . . . You’ve seemed so on edge recently so I just thought it had something to do with that.” Dexter silently stared at me as he sat there. He suddenly let out a short laugh as he shook his head and dropped down from the table.

He gently rubbed his head as he grinned and walked over to me. “I can imagine why you’re concerned. A disability like that would not be good optics in a place like this.” He let out a long sigh as he stopped beside me and gazed at me, still rubbing his head guiltily. “I talk to myself sometimes because it helps keep my thoughts in order.” He explained. “I do it more often when I'm under stress and need to clear my head. I guess you can think of it like that mind palace thing that show Sherlock talks about, though this one is definitely a lot more kinetic.” I let out a sigh as I heard his explanation. It kind of made sense. It explained why he talked to himself so much and even seemed to argue during these monologues. Dexter let out another sigh as he glanced around, focusing on the toppled chair and the open spellbook. “I'm sorry that I yelled at you the other day. I sometimes get lost in my own thoughts and just act on instinct. I hope you can forgive me?”

I thought about it for a moment before responding. “I guess,” I finally answered. “But I don't want you to worry me like that. I thought you were having a mental breakdown.”

Dexter let out another laugh as he rubbed his head. “I should've been more open with you.” He admitted. “I can't expect to do this on my own. I need all the help I can get.”

I nodded as I glanced down. My brow furrowed as I noticed his left hand was clenched tightly, skin stretched white against his knuckles. “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked, looking back up at him. “You're gripping awfully tight there.” Dexter quickly looked down at his fist.

He seemed to think for a minute then nodded defensively. “I still have that headache.” He admitted, looking back at me. “Right now I'm just trying to distract myself from the pounding my head is experiencing.”

I let out an understanding hmm as Dexter turned back towards the table. “Just drink a lot of water. That should help it go away.”

Dexter nodded as he reached out and grabbed the pitcher of water. “It's better than yesterday, it should be gone by tomorrow.” He said, bringing the pitcher to his lips. He drank deeply from the pitcher.

I nodded as I moved over to the table with the spellbook. “What about the rite?” I asked, reading the entry on Levitate. “Do you have any ideas for that?”

I heard Dexter take a few more gulps before answering. “hm Not at the moment.” He replied. “Given the current issue with spells, there's a chance that I won't be able to use any spells by the time the rite rolls around. I'm no expert on battle tactics either, so right now the plan is just going in and praying.”

I nodded as I looked up at him. He was now standing next to me, reading the book over my shoulder. “I'm sure you'll think of something before then,” I said assuredly.

Dexter nodded as he ran a finger down the page. Even from this distance, I could feel the warmth radiating from his body. “I should follow Brokil's advice though.” Dexter suddenly said. “I might be able to mitigate the problem if I practice.”

I nodded as I looked back at the book. “Then we should get started.”



We spent the next few hours practicing Levitate. Well . . . Dexter practiced. I spent that time watching each object vibrate wildly as he held them in the air. I tried to give him advice, but it was like trying to operate blind. Anything I said was, at best, a complete guess at the problem. Dexter grunted slightly as he tried to control the floating wrench. “Ummm . . . Try calming down. Your stress might be exacerbating the instability.” Dexter nodded quietly as he stared at the wrench for a moment. His shoulders sagged slightly as he seemed to relax. The wrench calmed its vibrations for a brief moment, then quickly sped back up as Dexter let out a low sigh.

Dexter’s left eye squinted shut as he continued to glare at the floating wrench. “That didn't work,” Dexter growled angrily.

I gestured calmingly as I turned to the wrench. “It’s okay. We still have time. It seemed to improve for a moment there. What do you think caused that?”

Dexter took a deep breath as if to calm himself as he gazed at the floating wrench. “I followed your advice.” He admitted, a little aggravated. “I tried to relax, and it did seem to help, but not enough to fix this fucking issue.”

I gestured calmingly again as I turned to the wrench myself. It still vibrated violently in the air, as if an unsteady hand was gripping it. “Then it might really have something to do with your mental state if at least not partially to do with your concentration.”

Dexter nodded thoughtfully as he took another deep breath. “Maybe. The problem is I have no idea what will fix the rest of my issue. It used to fix itself through concentration, but now it just doesn’t seem to be enough. Hell, I don’t feel any different today except for the hhrrr” He suddenly stopped midsentence and brought his hand to head as he let out a groan. I turned to him as he seemed to grimace against an unseen pain.

I furrowed my brow in concern. “Are you okay?” I asked.

Dexter hunched slightly as he groaned again. “My fucking headache is back.” He complained angrily. “Can’t I get a Fucking Break?” I gestured towards him calmingly as I glanced around the barn. Through the intermittent gaps in the walls, I could see the darkness outside. The only source of light was the luminous orbs I'd conjured up. Dexter’s orbs were flickering beside them.

I rubbed my head as I let out an exhausted sigh. “Maybe we should call it a day,” I suggested. “There's no point in continuing when you have a headache.” Dexter only groaned at my suggestion, his head still clutched in his hands.

He sighed and seemed to think for a minute before finally responding. “That's a good idea.” He admitted. “I can’t really come up with another way to get rid of this god damn headache.” He turned and started moving towards the ladder, shakily directing the wrench towards the bucket of tools as he went. “I'll see you in the morning.” He said as he began climbing. I let out a sigh as I watched him ascend then turned back to the book. “He took that suggestion surprisingly well. I half expected an insistence on continuing.” I began flipping through the pages as I tried to think of an explanation for his problem. “I can rule out concentration issues. If anything, he's concentrating even harder to cast the same spell. What else could be causing that instability?” I carefully read through the pages as I heard Dexter move around upstairs. “Is it the stress of it all? Could it be part of his headache? When did that even start?” Hundreds of questions with no real answers floated through my mind as I tried to piece together the reality of the situation. “Whatever the problem is, the best-case scenario it solves itself, at worst something major is needed to fix it.”



Dexter



The rules changed again. I ‘awoke' standing about twenty yards away from my counterpart. His form seemed larger, buffer, as if more muscles had been squeezed beneath the flesh. His skin looked as if it had been rubbed raw, red as a tomato with winding veins traveling up and down his arms. His shirt was little more than a tattered cloth at this point and his pants now had holes in them. I had half a second to take in this development before his bellowing roars began. “I Won't Have You Manipulate Me Anymore!” I quickly turned and began running towards the maze, my counterpart's thundering feet echoing behind me. I quickly scrambled around the nearest corner and made a charge for the opposing wall. “Got to get out of his line of sight. Maybe that’s what caused the interference last time.” I increased my pace as I heard his thundering feet echoing close behind me. I willed the wall to become permeable as I grew close. The wall did not yield to my commands. Instead, I ran headlong at the barrier and bounced off it with a sickening wham. I stumbled back as I was harshly reminded of the headache we had. “New Information: status degrading, prior ability is once again limited. Correlation: presence of opposition hinders my ability.” I cursed under my breath as I turned and continued to run, down the adjoining path and further into the maze. My thoughts had returned to their monotone state, simple sentences yet conveying more meaning than before. I heard my counterpart continue to bellow as I wove through the maze. I continued to weave a winding path through the maze as I increased the distance between me and him.

My heart pounded in my chest as my counterpart's rambling threats slowly grew distant. I ran for what felt like an hour, finally collapsing against a wall as my heart finally overruled my instinct to run. I heard another boom from far off as I took deep gulping breaths. I took this opportunity to collect my thoughts, slumping to the floor as I continued to pant heavily. “Current conjunctures dictate that a solution must found. An unknown entity, current designation ‘Demonic Asshole', has invaded and damaged the known realm, splitting what used to a single individual into two separate entities. All that is currently known is his actions caused this partition and his connection to the black doors.” I looked down at my hand as my breathing finally slowed, the heartbeats in my ears finally quieting. I squinted slightly as I noticed something odd. The normally prominent veins were harder to distinguish, near-invisible beneath my skin. I glanced up at the opposing wall. I could see a faint outline of myself on the surface, shoulders rising and falling with my own breaths. I placed my hand on the floor as I formulated an idea. “Proposition: opposition hinders abilities. Current distance may imply the return of said abilities.” I stared at the wall as I tried to will a change, dictating the smooth surface to become reflective. The sound of rushing water filled the corridor as the white slowly faded into the surface and was replaced by a large mirror. I squinted at the reflection as I took in my own appearance. Just like my counterpart, my previous clothing had also been updated. In addition to the button-up shirt and khaki pants, I wore a navy-blue vest, complete with a sky-blue handkerchief in the breast pocket. The normally curved corner of my glasses had sharpened slightly, giving my face a more angular appearance. My hair had lost its shine, replaced instead by a widow’s peak with my hair swept towards my left side. But that wasn't the most notable feature. My skin had developed a blue tint equal to my counterpart's red. It was as if I'd fallen into a vat of blueberries and was partway through removing the staining juices.

I let out a gasping sigh as I leaned my head onto the wall behind me. “That answers that.” I gasped, continuing to stare at my reflection. I glanced back down as I noticed my brown oxfords had been replaced by black ones. “Addendum: division extends to mental projections of ourselves. This indicates a continually worsening effect on our present situation.” I glanced up at the sky. Dark twinkling lights dusted the heavens above, interrupted only by the larger than life celestial object beside them. I'd abandoned calling it the moon. The crack running down the center ruled out that conclusion last night. I took a few more deep breaths as I tried to piece together what the object was.  “If the object is anchored here and consistent throughout the night, then it must be connected to our present predicament. The crack further indicates a correlation with our division.” A large booming crack echoed across the sky and signaled another swarm of pain radiating through my head, interrupting my thoughts. I brought my hands into my head as I tried to withstand the pain. It felt like icy daggers were piercing my ears and chilling my brain. My headache slowly died as the world grew quiet again, disturbed only by the pained ruckus of my counterpart. I lifted my head again and noticed another change. My sleeves were now navy blue. I looked up the mirrored wall as I searched for an explanation. My vest had extended into a full sleeve jacket, collar and all. My pants were now held up by a pure black belt with a silver buckle just beneath my naval. My sky blue handkerchief had changed to a dark navy blue, patterned by a crisscrossing black grid. I looked back up at the object as I noticed slow movement in the stars. A small glowing speck had drifted out from the surface of the object, around where the crack started on the edge of it. I blinked as I realized the implications. “New Information: Object holds deep ties to our current situation. Investigation required to fully access connection.”

I let out one last breath and climbed back to my feet. I brushed myself off then turned and began jogging towards the direction of the object, hopeful in finding a connection upon closer inspection. I turned to the path in front of me as I saw another wall growing close. “Perhaps this time.” I mused. I gestured deliberately as I approached and willed the wall to disappear. The pure surface more in opacity with a soft whoooo and rematerialized as I moved past. The wall in front of it followed suit as I slowly made my way closer to the object. The rumbling from my counterpart grew ever more distant as I continued to run, feet barely grazing the floor before pushing off again. My thoughts ticked in the background as I fell into a rhythm and grew closer to the strange satellite. “Object is connected to our predicament. Inference: It may lead to a solution.” Another boom resonated across the sky and signaled another series of headaches. I slowed slightly as I briefly cradled my head. “Anticipation: finding it before the headaches start to become debilitating.”
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I woke up to the sound of chirping birds and fluttering paper. I sat up slowly as I stretched my arms. I was starting to get really uncomfortable sleeping on a bag of hay. “Note to self: invent mattresses.” I suddenly stopped as I realized a new noise accompanied the usual morning birds. I turned towards the car as a gruff voice floated alongside the sounds of shifting paper. I couldn't make out any words, but they sounded aggravated. I rose from the bed and pulled on a T-shirt as I cautiously made my way over. Dexter's voice slowly became clearer as I rounded the car. “One-Twelve, useless. Seventy-three? Weak. Twenty-five? Not even worth looking at.” I peeked around the edge as Dexter continued to ramble. He was hunched over the spellbook, flipping rapidly through the pages.

I stepped out from behind the car as I swallowed nervously. “Dexter?” I asked cautiously. Dexter spun around wildly. His face briefly held a fearful expression before adopting one of relief.

He let out a sigh as he brought his hand to his head. “You scared me.” He gasped, relieved. His face quickly hardened as he appeared to realize something. “I didn't wake you, did I?” He asked as he turned to me nervously.

I stared at him a little apprehensively. “No, the birds did that,” I lied, slowly walking over. Dexter grinned in relief and nodded as he turned and squinted back at the book, much slower in his search this time. I approached him slowly as I realized his back was rising and falling quickly, panting as his brow was once again graced with sweat. I swallowed nervously as I stopped beside him. “What are you doing up so early?” I pressed.

Dexter’s expression change to one of guilt as he paused for a second. “I'm . . uh . . trying to see if something comes to mind when I read these spells.” He replied dismissively. “I thought I would able to think of a way to improve them, but so far nothing comes to mind.” I nodded slightly as I glanced over and saw he had a binder open. It was filled with frantic scribbles and malformed equations.

I leaned over slightly as my brow furrowed and tried to read his monstrous penmanship. “What's that?” I inquired, reaching over.

Dexter quickly slammed the binder shut as he cleared his throat. “That's . . umm . . just some extra equations I thought might help me.” He stammered. “They haven't led to anything though. So, I've just been trying to find another spell to experiment with.” I continued to stare at him as he finished his explanation. His eyes deliberately avoided mine as he busied himself with the book again. His face was contorted slightly into a more neutral expression, making his mood appear forced.

I placed my hand on his shoulder, causing him to jump slightly. “I'm here if you need to talk,” I assured him gently.

Dexter was silent for a minute as he took a deep breath, his face unchanging. “I know that.” He finally replied calmly. “I just don't have anything to talk about right now. I’d rather be left on my own, to be honest.” I continued to stare at him as he refused to meet my gaze.

I let out a sigh as I finally turned away. “Just don't do anything reckless.” I insisted. “I don't want to come back from my bath and find out you blew up half of the barn learning a new spell.”

Dexter almost nervously waved me off as I walked over to the box of clothes. “I'll make sure nothing like that happens.” He replied quickly. I reached into the box and pulled out one of the few sets of clothes left. I looked into the near-empty box as a new problem rose to mind.

I turned to Dexter as I set the box back on the table. “You might as well learn that WaterJet spell,” I suggested, moving towards the door. “We'll have to wash these clothes sooner or later. It's better to do it before we start wearing things twice.”

Dexter nodded quickly as he continued to squint at the pages. I saw a drop of sweat fall from his brow as he seemed to wince. “I'll think about it.” He assured me. “Just go and enjoy your bath.” I stared at him as I slowly passed. His eyes flicked across the page rapidly as he read. I finally let out a long sigh as I walked through the door and started heading down the hill. “Looks like I just caught him in the middle of grieving again. Of course, he's still grieving. It's always grief with him.” I thought, beginning my trek towards the bathhouse. “It might take several weeks before he's finally stabilized. In the meantime, he'll probably be planning a method of attack against that bastard elf. I can’t say I blame him. He had a heavy hand in ending Shel. He can't prepare for the rite if he's distracted by him. I'll have to think of a way to get him back on track.” I let out a sigh and looked back up as I continued to walk down the street. The morning sun had barely left the horizon, giving the city a comforting glow. I glanced over as I smelled freshly cut wood. A team of orcs was rebuilding one of the destroyed homes; lifting posts and planks into place as others nailed them down. One of them noticed my gaze and waved at me. I waved back as I let a smile creep onto my face. “At least they're not glaring daggers at us anymore.” I looked around as I noticed other teams working on other houses; each of them in various stages of construction. The old wood hand long been hauled away, leaving vacant lots that were quickly being filled with homes again. I continued to gaze at the buildings as I walked through the street. A few others waved towards me as I passed. I waved back, happy that I'd finally found some friendly faces. “It's not this everywhere.” I reminded myself. “If there are other tribes, they might not even give me the courtesy of speaking; they'd just kill me.” I turned back down the street as I moved past the construction areas. “Those can be handled later. Right now, Dexter has a rite to complete.”

After several minutes of walking, I finally arrived at the bathhouse. I faltered as I entered and saw it practically filled with orcs. “It's been a week since the battle; I thought it would've returned to normal by now.” I slowly walked over a more secluded corner of the bath and gently sank in. I let my head sink back as I tried to piece together an official plan. “I'm pretty sure Dexter has abandoned the idea of an escape. Magic is too valuable to him to run away. Plus, the orcs might be able to help with his new goal, vengeance. So, all that leaves are the steps he's willing to take to meet that goal.” I continued to stare off as scenarios drifted through my mind; industry, invention, materials, armor, weapons, battles, war. The list went on and on. My stomach churned as I envisioned the bloodshed a war with the elves might incur. I hate that bastard elf, but I still couldn't stand to even think of the blood necessary to bring him down. My internal conflict was suddenly interrupted when an orc lowered herself into the water beside me. I instinctively brought my arm up to cover my chest.

She stared ahead bleary-eyed as she voiced a monotone greeting. “Morning.” She growled sluggishly. I turned to look at her. She was only a little taller than me, her brown hair swayed gently in the water as she leaned her head back. I suddenly realized how clean she was already. It looked as if hardly a day had gone by since her last bath. I looked around at the other orcs as a realization slowly dawned on me.

I turned back to the orc next to me. “There sure are a lot of people here today.” I probed cautiously.

The orc nodded slowly. “It is because of the outsiders.” She replied sleepily, pointing towards the exit. “They are said to visit the bathhouse daily. There is a rumor in the northern district that the water is supposed to ward off illness.”

My eyes went wide as I heard her explanation. She didn't even seem to realize who was sitting next to her. “Is it true?” I asked carefully, feeling myself grin from the absurdity of the situation. “Can water really do that?”

The orc let out a yawn as he shrugged. “Sard if I know.” She sighed. “I just know that my sister fell ill, and I wish to avoid meeting the same fate.”

I grinned slightly as I shifted in the water. “If you really want to avoid getting sick, you should scrub your hands in a bucket of water a few times every day. It’ll help keep you clean and further ward off the illnesses.”

The orc scrunched up her face at that suggestion. “What? Why would th-” She asked skeptically, turning to me. She suddenly stopped, and her hazel eyes went wide as she saw me grinning at her. “Fext, I did not realize I was sat next to you.” She gasped, rubbing her eyes. “I must be truly exhausted then.”

I continued to grin as I turned back to the bathhouse. The other orcs seemed to be busy with their own conversations, taking no notice of my presence. “So, is everyone here because of that rumor?” I suddenly asked.

The orc turned towards the others and yawned as she seemed to consider my query. “Haaa. Perhaps.” She finally answered. “I cannot speak for all of them, but that is why I am here.” I nodded again, choosing to let the silence hang in the air. I let out a relaxing sigh as I continued to soak in the bathwater. The chatter of conversation droned on in the background as thoughts drifted through my mind. “Just a rumor was able to do all of this? I guess they're more superstitious than I thought. All it took for some of them was to hear a rumor. Although, humans aren't much better. Some of us can be fooled by flat out lies. But this could still work in our favor. We'd just have to convince enough of them of the benefits of proper hygiene.”

I turned back to the orcs next to me. “That scrubbing will help though,” I told her. “You might not understand it, but it'll reduce your chances of getting infected.”

The orc tilted her head slightly as she seemed to consider. “I shall take that under advisement.” She finally replied. “Gods know that I will need all the help I can get.” I nodded as I turned back to the bath and let myself sink back into a state of relaxation.



I trekked back to the barn as the morning sun slowly dried me off. I usually timed it right to give me about half an hour of leisure time before Bulak or Brokil arrived, but this time I'd spent extra time conversing with the orc next to me. I hesitated as I approached the barn and heard a muffled struggle within. Dexter's voice filtered through the boards as he acted out another catharsis. I quickly closed the gap between me and the door and threw it open. The mess inside was astronomical. Tables were flipped, chairs were thrown, another one even sat broken against one wall. Dexter stood, furiously scribbling in his binder as he rambled angrily at himself. “I Don't Care What You Think. I'm Going To Do What Needs To Be Done.”

I stared in shock as Dexter slammed the binder closed and threw it into a backpack. I slammed the door closed behind me as I began stomping his way. “Dexter!” I shouted. Dexter turned to glare angrily at me, throwing the pack over his shoulder. I threw my hands up in exasperation as I met his heated gaze. “What Are You Doing? I'm Gone For An Hour And, What, You're Packing Up?”

Dexter scoffed angrily and began walking towards the door. “Damn Right, Almar Isn't Going To Kill Himself.”

I grabbed his arm as he walked past, forcing him to stop and turn to me. “What exactly is your plan?” I asked angrily. “You can't just march up to Nione and take the city. They have an army of elves.”

Dexter scowled and pulled away as he growled in anger. “Now Your Starting To Sound Like Him We'll Be Fine. I'll Just Make It Up As I Go.”

I stared open-mouthed at him as Dexter turned to walk away. “What About Magic?” I asked, beginning to follow him. “You still haven't solved your issues with casting.”

Dexter quickly turned around and gestured angrily, causing a rapidly flickering ball of light to appear in his palm. I had to turn away as the pulsating light assaulted my eyes, briefly blinding me. “I'm Fine.” I heard him growl. “We Don't Need To Waste Any More Time Here.” The pulsating light faded and I heard Dexter continue to move towards the door.

I turned back to him as I squinted through my blinded eyes. “That's not better.” I protested. Dexter ignored me and pulled open the door, his hand still gripping the handle. I quickly rushed up to him as he stared at the hill outside. “What about the other spells? What about the rite?”

Dexter jabbed his finger at the backpack as he walked. “We've Got The Spellbook, I'll Figure Something Out.” He retorted angrily. “The Rite Isn't Going To Get Me To Almar Fast Enough Anyway.”

I shook my head vigorously as I cradled my head in my hands. “What is the matter with you?” I asked desperately, looking up at him angrily. “You weren't this impatient yesterday.”

Dexter turned to glare at me, his right eyes clenched shut in pain. “Because My Counterpart Is Too Much Of A Coward To Do What Needs To Be Done.” He barked furiously. “I'm Going To End That Fucking Bastard. Now Get Out Of My Fucking Way.” I faltered as I suddenly registered what he was saying. At my hesitation. Dexter turned to step out of the barn but suddenly stopped as his right arm tensed. I turned to see Dexter's right hand tightly gripping the door frame. “Speak Of The Fucking Devil,” Dexter growled, bringing his left arm over to the offending hand.

I watched in stunned amazement as Dexter tried to rip his own hand away from the post. “Dexter, what the Fuck is going on?” I shouted in frustration. “I thought you were better. I thought you said you didn't have D.I.D..”

I watched Dexter struggle as he started muttering to himself. “Let Go, You're Only Making This Harder.” Dexter’s head suddenly rolled on his neck and his expression shifted to one of desperation. “That's the point. We can't do this without help.”

I walked over as Dexter continued to squirm in place, his hand refusing to budge. “Dexter,” I demanded firmly. “Tell me what the hell is going on.” He turned quickly to me and I took a step back. His face was contorted down the middle; his left half displayed pure rage, while his right half held an expression of desperation.

His desperation briefly overtook his rage as he stared at me. “Help me!” He cried. He suddenly tilted his head back as the rage replaced the desperation. “Leave Me Alone!” He roared. He began flipping back and forth between the two expressions as he continued to struggle. I closed the gap between us and grabbed his arm. He turned to glare at me with that unnerving half-formed expression.

I felt tears of fear welling up in my eyes as I gripped his forearm. “Tell Me The Problem,” I begged.

Dexter tilted his head back and I heard several joints pop. “NNNNNOOOOO!” He roared, finally ripping his hand free. He hunched over, panting, as he continued to grip the offending hand. I backed up slightly as Dexter turned to glare at me again, this time completely overrun by rage. “I Don't Need Your Help!” He spat poignantly. He turned and walked out the door, still cradling his rogue limb. “I Can Do This Myself.”

I quickly followed as I tried to reason with him. “No, you're in absolutely no shape to take on Almar. You can barely cast a spell, you have no weapons, and you have no idea where Nione is.”

Dexter gestured dismissively as he continued to walk. “I'll Figure It Out!” Dexter barked back. “I Don't Need Anyone Else Reminding Me Of That Bullshit!”

I rushed to walk beside him as I gestured pleadingly. “What exactly is your plan? Wander the area until you find the city.”

Dexter suddenly stopped and turned towards me angrily as he glared at me. “I'll Figure It Out.” He roared. “I Don't Need Anyone Else.” I stood in stunned silence as Dexter turned and continued walking.

I suddenly saw movement in front of Dexter and spotted Bulak, walking towards us with a confused expression on her face. “What is the damage here?” She asked, stepping in front of Dexter. “Why do you have that satchel on your back and why do your eyes burn with fire?” Dexter just glared at her as he tried to move around, but Bulak blocked him again. She now had a hesitant expression about her. “What are your intentions?” She asked deliberately.

Dexter let out a low growl as he continued to grip his other hand. “I'm Going To Kick That Fucking Elf's Ass.” He spat angrily.

Bulak glanced up at me as she heard Dexter's explanation. I gave her a pleading expression as I gesture towards Dexter. Her expression hardened as she saw my desperation. “And what of the rite?” She asked, turning back to Dexter. “Surely we could be of use to your goal of destroying Almar. Do you not wish for our help in that endeavor?”

Dexter scoffed as he gestured dismissively. “That's Too Slow For My Taste.” He spat. “I Need Results Now, And You're Not Offering Anything I Want.” He suddenly glared at Bulak as something seemed to dawn on him. He took a step closer, challenging her. “Do You Intend To Stop Me?” An expression of anger crossed Bulak's face as Dexter glared at her. What happened next was over in an instant. Bulak brought her clenched fist into Dexter's face; causing him to real back and fall over, unconscious.

I quickly rushed over as Bulak let out an exasperated sigh. “What the sard happened?” She asked as I crouched and examined Dexter's unconscious body. A bruise was forming on his cheek and his glasses were skewed to the side.

I brushed his hair aside as I pressed the back of my head to his forehead. His brow burned like a fire and a thin film of sweat coated his skin. “I have no idea,” I admitted helplessly, wiping Dexter’s brow. “He just started acting like this today. I think something is wrong with him.” I took his glasses and pried open one of his eyes as Bulak knelt beside me, her face shifting to one of concern. Dexter’s hazel pupil was dilated and unfocused, signs of unconsciousness. “He might be developing multiple personalities, but not all the symptoms are there. He'd have additional behavioral issues. Plus, this isn't any D.I.D. I've heard of.”

Bulak tilted her head sternly as she watched me examine Dexter. “Do outsiders commonly possess such ailments?” She asked curiously.

I shook my head, feeling a sense of helplessness well up within me. “It's rare, even among us, and it's typically caused by trauma, but I don't think that's what's going on.” I brought my hand to my head as I finished examining Dexter. “I just don't know what to do right now.”

Bulak was silent for a minute as she seemed to think. She then leaned over to pick up Dexter, her face filling with determination. “We should consult Garahk about this.” She stated, lifting Dexter to drape him over her shoulders. His backpack flopped off as he was turned upside down.

I reached down and picked up the discarded pack as Bulak started moving back down the hill. “Do you think she'll be able to help?” I asked as I started following her, pulling the pack over my shoulder.

Bulak nodded as she adjusted Dexter on her shoulder, grunting slightly as his weight. “Garahk is skilled in the mystic arts. She may be able to glean the truth of this event.” I let out a desperate groan as we made our way towards Garahk's Institute. The orcs were giving us strange glances as we passed. The glances slowly turned into contempt as we moved out away from the Northern District. A few even spat in our direction. I hastened our pace as I felt a sense of unease walking through this part of the city. Dexter groaned slightly as we made our way to the Institute.

I turned to Bulak as we walked. “What’s going to happen to him?” I asked hesitantly.

Bulak hefted Dexter slightly as she adjusted him on her shoulder. “It depends on his ailment. If it is physical then there may be no hope. If it is magical . . . .” She paused as she seemed to scowl concernedly. “I am certain Garahk will be able to mitigate the damages,” Bulak assured me, almost trying to assure herself.

I let out a groan of desperation as we got closer to the Institute. “I hope you’re right,” I growled softly.

Bulak hefted again as she pointed towards the horizon. “Do not concern yourself too much. These events are out of your control.” I nodded as we finally spotted the Institute in the distance. Bulak and I quickened our pace and hurried through the gate. I rushed ahead to open the door for Bulak but it opened of its own accord. Brokil stepped out, head buried in a book, as he pushed the door open from within.

He only looked up when Bulak's footfalls radiated up the steps. An expression of confusion crossed his face as he spotted Dexter draped over Bulak's shoulder. “What has happened?” He asked curiously.

Bulak panted and adjusted Dexter onto her shoulder again as she replied. “Dexter has had an incident and we require Garahk to determine the cause.” She explained, moving past him and into the Institution.

I nodded as I followed her inside. “He almost tried to leave the city. I was lucky Bulak arrived to stop him.” I faltered as I stepped within the threshold and looked around as the bright morning light was replaced by the darker interior of the building. We stood in a sort of long entrance hall, glowing blue orbs gently floating through the air. Several small tables were lined along the sides of the room and were carrying various mystic looking items; globes, pendants, staves, and innumerable other knickknacks. A circular stairway at the back wall led up to a common area seeming filled with couches and furniture. Brokil moved past us and through a doorway as Bulak lifted one of the staves off a particularly long table.

She set Dexter on the now empty table and turned to me. “Has Dexter done anything of note before today?”

I shook my head as I walked over. “He just exploded today. Before, I had suspicions that something else was going on, but I chalked it up to stress and grief from the battle.”

Bulak nodded as she turned back to Dexter. “It is a good theory, but I suspect the former to be true.” I turned to the doorway Brokil had disappeared through as Garahk suddenly emerged. Her staff went clacking on the floor beside her as she walked over, quickly followed by Brokil.

She gestured at the prostate Dexter as she stopped beside us. “Speak, what happened? Why is the outsider here in this state?” Garahk demanded as she began examining Dexter.

Bulak leaned concernedly towards Garahk as she began explaining. “I was traveling to the barn to continue his lessons when he emerged, wearing that satchel on his back. He and Amelia appeared to be arguing over a certain matter. When I inquired of the issue, he stated his desire to destroy Almar and Adympia. He then threatened me in a most obtuse manner. I responded by incapacitating him. Amelia may be able to tell you more.” Garahk turned to me as Bulak finished speaking.

I thought nervously back on the series of events. I could now see the red flags as clear as day, obvious signs of his current outcome. I began recounting them as I shifted nervously. “I came back from a bath and he was writing furiously in one of the binders in here. When I confronted him he just exploded.” I looked down at Dexter as he let out a low groan. I held up my hand vertical to my face as I continued. “He seemed to be arguing with himself. It went as far as to have each half of his face divided by the emotions they displayed. It was super creepy to witness.”

Garahk let out a low hum as she turned back to Dexter. “Intriguing.” She sighed. “That does not bode well for his mentality. Give me a moment. I require concentration.” She directing her staff towards Dexter's head as she began speaking in the arcane tongue indicative of spell. The amethyst glowed softly as Dexter grunted again, his eyes squinting in pain. After a few moments, the glow died and Garahk let out a stunned breath. “Good gods.” She gasped.

Bulak turned to Garahk as she stared at Dexter in stunned silence. “What is it? Have you discovered his ailment?” She asked curiously. Garahk didn't reply at first. She just raised her head slightly as she stared off.

I folded my hands together pleadingly. “Please tell me you know how to fix it.” Garahk was silent for another moment as she thought deeply.

Garahk suddenly turned to Brokil and gestured deliberately. “Fetch my alchemical supplies, a jar of vampiric dust, a bag of trolls' teeth, the jar of cave fungus, and bring them to the ritual room.” Brokil nodded as he turned and disappeared back through the doorway. Garahk suddenly looked up at the upstairs at two female orcs I hadn't noticed before. They wore fluffy green and yellow shawls, brown hair draped to their shoulders. “Yotul, Nargol, come down here and carry him into the ritual room. I require a focus.” The two of them nodded as they rushed towards the spiral stairs.

Bulak suddenly grabbed Garahk shoulder and gave her an almost pleading expression. “What is ailing him?” She asked in earnest.

Garahk seemed to think for a minute. She finally replied once the two orcs arrived and worked together to carry Dexter through another doorway. Garahk followed them and began talking as we trailed behind. “I fear that an offending spell is bringing this affliction upon Dexter.” She admitted. “I may be able to remove the enchantment, but I cannot guarantee success.” We walked through another doorway and began moving down a set of stairs. The wooden walls were suddenly replaced by damp stone and mortar. The floors also changed from the softwood to cold hard stone. Garahk's staff echoed along the walls as we descended. “I need time to prepare the spell. You two will need to restrain him until then.” The two orcs nodded as the stairway finally level out and we emerged into a sort of dungeon filled with vials, tables, and cauldrons. A few orcs were already there, standing over cauldrons of various steaming substances. “I may require your help,” Garahk advised, gesturing at them as we passed. The orcs just stared in shock as we walked through another doorway into a room filled with candles, tables, and chairs. There were recesses in the wall, filled with old and empty metal implements. The center of the room was dominated by a seven-foot-wide circular area composed of dirt. Black metal staves surrounded the pit in equal spacing, designed with monstrous and jagged spikes that pointed upwards. Garahk moved over to one of the tables as the two orcs set Dexter in a chair and began tying him down. I set his backpack near the door as I joined them.

Bulak stepped beside Garahk as she gestured at Dexter. “What, precisely, is ailing with him?” She demanded. “You have revealed this is the work of magic, but you still have not told us what is ailing him.”

Garahk let out a nervous sigh as she glanced at Dexter. “His mind is being damaged.” She finally admitted, gesturing with one of her hands. A dark spherical object materialized above the table. “It is time you learned of cerebration. Under normal circumstances, a conscious mind can be represented as such; the dark areas are inaccessible or hidden portions of being. The bright spot is his consciousness.” She suddenly turned the sphere to reveal a small white dot on the surface of the object, barely the size of a dime on the basketball-sized surface she was displaying. “During rest, the bright areas expand, allowing inaccessible portions of the consciousness to be utilized. This access is likely the origin of dreams, unconscious aspects of the mind seeping into a person’s consciousness.” The dot gradually expanded and enveloped the darkness, growing to the size of my palm before stopping. “There is a reason, however, that this is so. Just as our consciousness can grow and change, so to can it be harmed or damaged.” Grey spots suddenly appeared on the light surfaces, resembling lunar craters common with our own terrestrial satellite. “Damage to the mind can be seen as small depressions on the surface.” She explained. “If the damage is too great, there can be an adverse effect on the psyche.”

Bulak suddenly gestured impatiently at the sphere. “We do not require the whole lecture. What does this mean for Dexter?” She asked impatiently.

Garahk let out a defeated sigh, then gestured at the sphere again.“This is what appeared when I probed Dexter's mind, a vision most disturbing.” The sphere suddenly grew brighter as the light continued to expand, almost completely enveloping it. A large crack appeared and grew down the center as the light peeled into the blackened object. I let in a shocked gasp and brought my hand to my mouth as I watched pieces break off and drift out from the sphere. “It is damage, unlike anything I have seen before. I can only assume this was caused by a spell causing deliberate damage. The spell was purposefully designed to do this.”

Bulak let out an angered growl as she stared at the sphere, her fists clenching in front of her. “Who would . . could . . have done this?” She asked angrily.

Garahk let out a thoughtful hum as she stared at the damaged moon she was showing. “To my knowledge, none in Snakhagr, but we must not think of that now. His ailment must be repaired post-haste, lest I fear it becomes a permanent facet of his being.” Brokil suddenly entered, carrying a small wooden case in one hand and several glass jars. He set them in front of Garahk as she released her spell and the sphere dissipated. “I must remove any magic attacking his mind before the damage become irreversible.” She stated firmly. She began opening several jars and pulled out a cauldron from a recess in the wall. “I can modify a spell I already know, but I will need a medium to amplify it. Damage such as this will be difficult to undo.” She threw a handful of ingredients into the cauldron as Dexter stirred slightly. Garahk glanced over at him before turning back to her cauldron. “It shall take me a few moments to create the medium; ensure that he does not break free of those bonds.” Bulak nodded as she turned to stare at Dexter and crossed her arms in the process. I turned in kind as the image of the cracked sphere remained at the forefront of my mind. “Christ that is disturbing. Who would even deliberately make a spell that would do that? I can’t imagine someone being so cruel.”

I shuddered as the insanity required to make the spell ran through my mind. “How long do you think he's been like this?” I suddenly asked.

Garahk glanced at Dexter, mixing her ingredients together as she did so. “I do not anticipate him lasting more than a handful of days. The spell may have been cast some time ago and has been eating at him ever since.”

Bulak turned to Garahk, her face burning with questions. “Could it be connected to the battle?” She asked. “It appears to be acting as the crux of recent events.”

Garahk threw a few items in a small bowl and began grinding the contents with a pestle. “Perhaps,” She admitted, her hands working furiously to finish her creation. “but there is still none here capable of designing a spell like this, save for myself. I am more than suspicious of the invading army, on the other hand. They may have had a mage capable of this, as rare as it sounds.” Bulak growled in anger as she turned back to Dexter. His slumped figure swayed slightly as Garahk continued to work. I couldn’t imagine him staying asleep for much longer. I bit my knuckle as what Garahk said flitted through my mind. “He's been going through this for who knows how long. Even during the funeral, this damage was being done to him. God that must have been torturous.” I stepped back as Dexter suddenly let out a loud gasp and sat up with a start.

He turned and squinted around angrily as he took in his situation. “Where The Fuck Am I?” He spat. “I don’t have time for this. I have an elf to kill.”

Bulak tilted her head upward as she stared down at Dexter. “The ritual room,” Bulak replied sternly. “You have been brought here so that your problem may be solved. Soon your insufferable nature will be remedied.”

Dexter scoffed angrily as he pulled at his restraints. “I Know My Problem, It's People Like You That Stop Me From Taking Revenge On Almar. You're Nothing But Obstacles In My Way.”

Bulak scowled at Dexter’s accusation. “I shall let that remark slide, outsider, considering your condition, but you would do best to hold your tongue. My patience is not endless.”

Dexter let out a laugh and threw his head back. “Is That A Threat? From The Chief's Daughter? I Always Thought You Were Some Sort Of Figure Head; Good For Nothing Else But Standing There And Looking Pretty.” Bulak’s eyes flared wide as she heard the insult. I detected the danger in the situation. Bulak took a step forward to punch him, but I stepped between them and brought the flat of my hand slamming into his face. Dexter paused for a moment before he chuckled again and turned back to us. “As Expected From A Girl.” He spat, red mark appearing beside his bruise. “Too Bad That's Not Going To Hurt Me. You Might As Well Let Bulak Punch Me. That Might Actually Tickle.” I gritted my teeth as he continued to taunt. Dexter suddenly craned his neck to look at Garahk. “What About You Garahk? How's That Magic Working Out For You? Fat Lot Of Good That Did. You Couldn't Even Protect The Chieftess.” I placed a hand on Bulak's shoulder as she tried to step forward. I felt an idea slowly forming in my mind as I continued to gaze at him. “This is the polar opposite of how he normally acts. He was so calm and collected when the orcs first found us. In fact, this is exactly how Bulak behaved until-”

I stifled a grin as I suddenly turned to Bulak. “Let me handle this,” I whispered. “I think I can change his tune.” Bulak looked at me skeptically for a moment, brow furrowed in confusion as she stared at my confident expression, then took a step back, gesturing to the still bound Dexter. I turned at Dexter's still smug face, a twinkle in his mismatched eyes that I was determined to extinguish. I grinned in kind as I folded my arms in front of me and adopted a confident tone. “That's pretty rich coming from a guy that was knocked out by a woman.”

Dexter's grin faltered, shifting to a sneer of contempt as he gazed up at me. “It's Pretty Easy To Sucker Punch Someone.” He retorted angrily. “If I knew about her intent, I would have been able to block it.” He pulled against the cords binding him. “If It Weren't For These Ropes I'd Be Out The Door.”

I turned towards the door, still keeping the smug expression Dexter had earlier. “I don't know. Those knots don’t seem all that tight. Most guys would have been able to get out of that by now.” Dexter's fists clenched in anger, pulling harder against the ropes. I continued to grin as I gestured dismissively at them. “Only a complete moron would still be tied up with those.”

Dexter let out a growl as he strained against his bindings. “Don't Call Me A Moron.” He barked. “I! Am! Not! A! Moron!”

I let out a short laugh, taunting his self-assurance. “I'm not calling you a moron, your situation is.” I countered smugly. “That’s the whole point of the insult. Morons wouldn’t still be strapped to that chair. Even meatheads would be able to muscle their way through the ropes.”

Dexter scowled in rage and his arms started to bulge as he pulled at the bonds. “Then Let Me Change It.” He spat angrily. “I’ll Show You Just How Strong I Am!” He started to struggle vigorously in the chair, pulling at the cords with all his might. His head flung wildly back and forth as he struggled to pull away from the seat.

Bulak leaned over to whisper curiously in my ear. “What are you doing? What are you hoping to accomplish?”

I grinned slightly as I watched Dexter struggle fruitlessly. There was a reason rope was made, it’s hard to force your way through, blade or not. It’s really useful when you need to lift something that’s heavier than the strength of a single person. I turned to Bulak as I gestured and explained. “I'm trying to tire him out. He can't escape if he's too tired to do so. Just give it time, he’ll use up his energy soon enough.”

Bulak turned to look at me skeptically. “Are you confident that will work?” She asked. “What if your plan if he does not tire?”

I shrugged as Dexter let out a desperate roar. “Don’t worry, he’ll tire out. Besides, even if it doesn’t, it's better than him antagonizing everyone in the room. At least this way he's not trying to heckle other people.” Bulak nodded as she straitened, turning back to Dexter once more. Dexter continued to struggle as Garahk began muttering more arcane phrases. The cauldron glowed slightly and Garahk added some more ingredients to it. Dexter let out an extended groan as he pulled firmly against his restraints before finally letting out an exhausted sigh and slumping over, panting. I turned to Bulak as the room fell silent again. “Told you it would be better,” I smirked calmly. My victory was short-lived as a gasp suddenly escaped Dexter's lips. He sat up with a start and began to pant heavily as he looked around. His expression was different, calmer, more neutral. I let in a breath as a realized the significance.

Dexter pulled against the ropes experimentally as he turned to me. “Thank you for that.” He sighed. Bulak and Garahk turned to his in shock gave him a quizzical look. I let out a gasp of my own as I heard his change in tone. He sounded more soft-spoken, careful in his thoughts and actions.

I blinked in surprise and thought through the implications as I watched Dexter sit there. “I'm guessing you're the ‘counterpart'?” I asked calmly, hiding my own confusion and apprehension.

Dexter nodded as he continued to gasp, exhausted by his own exertions. “A name that we have given each other it would seem. My counterpart is quite aggressive, ruthless in his desire for victory.” He turned to Bulak and Garahk. “I apologize for that. I hope that once this issue is sorted you will forgive me.”

Garahk continued to stare in disbelief as the cauldron glowed slightly. “Good gods, it is worse than I thought.”

Dexter nodded as he pointed his chin at the metal bowl. “And I would very much like for this to be over. So, please work quickly.” Garahk shook her head slightly as she turned back to the cauldron.

Bulak stepped towards Dexter, causing him to look up at her. “What is the meaning of this? What has happened? Who has done this to you?”

Dexter shrugged at the question, his expression calm at the barrage of questions. “Fuck if I know.” He replied. “I just know that it's giving me a massive and consistent headache. The rest has been kind of a blur.” Garahk suddenly picked up the cauldron and carried it into the circular pit, staff sinking into the dirt along the way. She set it down and rushed back as Dexter let out a stifled grunt, his hands suddenly gripping the armrests in anger. “Whatever you need to do, do it quickly. I think my counterpart wishes to have control again.”

Garahk nodded as she reached into her shawl. “There is one more condition I must fulfill.” She replied. “Give me a moment to prepare the proper incantation.”

The tensions spread up Dexter’s arms as he started to exert himself again. “Do it quickly, I have only a cou-” He suddenly tilted his head back and his calm expression was overtaken by rage. He let out an angry growl as Garahk stepped closer, her fist clenched in front of her. Dexter suddenly bellowed as he slammed his forward, causing Garahk to jump back. “NO! I Won't Be Forced To Kowtow Again.” He tried to pull away as Garahk stepped forward brought her hand towards his head. Dexter started switching between his two expressions quickly as he tried to avoid Garahk’s clenched fist. “We need this. NO! It'll be better this way.” Dexter's jaw clenched as Garahk managed to force her knuckles onto his head, pinning it there as he tried to pull away from her. Garahk just followed his movements as he moved wildly. He finally stopped his struggles and stared angrily at her as she began muttering another spell. Dexter stared at her for a few moments then grinned again as he seemed to realize something. “You need me to sleep don't ya?” He spat tauntingly. “Well, I've got bad news; I'm not falling asleep tha-” He was cut off as Garahk suddenly yanked her fist away and Dexter slumped forward, unconscious. Garahk turned to the two orcs that had carried him in as she gestured at the circle.

“Bring him to the center.” She instructed. “I need the ritual focus to aid me.” They nodded and began untying Dexter. “We have an hour before the spell wears off. I will have to work quickly.” Bulak and I followed them into the ring as Garahk knelt in the center. The orcs placed Dexter's unconscious body in front of her, head barely touching her knees. Garahk dipped her finger into the cauldron and pulled off Dexter’s glasses before handing them to me. I took them and put them in my pocket as Garahk pointed at Dexter's shirt. “Remove it.” She ordered the orcs. “This must contact his flesh.” The mages nodded as they pulled the shirt off and backed away. Garahk leaned down and began drawing strange symbols on Dexter as she muttered under her breath. The pale substance glowed brighter as she drew, sparkling despite the dim dungeon we were in. A few of the staves suddenly sprouted purple flames, leaving a few barren as Garahk muttered yet another spell. She continued to draw for several minutes as Dexter's chest rose and fell with each breath. Finally, she drew back and wiped her fingers in the dirt, cleaning them of the residual substance still on them. She had drawn a circle into his chest with a complex symbol written within, similar to the symbols I saw in spellbooks. More runic symbols surrounded the circle and extended to his shoulders and hips, too innumerable to count. Though she had drawn only five symbols onto his face, one on each cheek and three on his forehead. The ‘ᛰ’ symbol was on the left side of his forehead while ‘ᛔ’ was on his right. The symbols ‘ᚾ’ and ‘ᛘ’ had the same pattern for his cheeks. The symbol ‘ᛋ’ appeared at the very center of his forehead, seeming to glow brightest of the five. Garahk gestured with her other hand, causing a gentle breeze to emanate from her palm. Goosebumps sprouted across his chest and the glowing died slightly as the substance dried in the cool gust. Garahk then motioned the two orcs back over. “Bury him.” She commanded. “The arcane soil is needed as well.” The two of them nodded and began drawing up dirt and pushing it over his body, leaving only his head exposed. The dirt appeared to give off a pale glow as it was moved, shifting back to its inert state as it settled on Dexter’s chest. Garahk then drew her staff up and planted into in the dirt, letting it stand alone as she brought her hands on either side of Dexter's head. Dexter grimaced slightly as Garahk began muttering under her breath. I brought my fist to my face as I began to nervously chew my knuckle. I didn’t know what was going on and I had no idea when she would be done.

The staff began to glow along with the marking on Dexter's face, giving off purple light as Garahk’s chanting grew louder. Garahk looked up as another sphere materialized above Dexter's body. This one was pure white and glowing brightly. An ugly crack ran down the center of the surface, revealing a deep and dark center. Garahk continued to mutter as purple beads of light left the staff and drifted towards the object, sinking into it as it made contact. Dexter let out a guttural cough as the first bead entered the object. He started to stir slightly, dirt shifting above him as he squirmed. Garahk seemed to press her hands firmly onto his temples as his legs started to shift as well. “I-Is that supposed to happen?” I asked nervously.

Garahk paused in her chanting and turned to the orcs. “Hold his legs.” She commanded. “He mustn't move during the spell.” They nodded as they moved over and placed their weight on his legs. The dirt continued to shift as Garahk returned to muttering.

Bulak turned to the doorway. “Get In Here!” She roared. Four orcs rushed through the doorway. Bulak pointed at them. “You two, help hold him down. You others remain here. Garahk may still need you.” They rushed over as the other two walked over cautiously. They knelt and sunk their hands into the soil, pinning his arms. Dexter let out a groan as he started turning his head this way and that. Dexter's struggles were growing more desperate. I noticed beads of sweat pooling on his forehead, wetting the symbols still there. I moved over and placed my hand on his head, feeling the damp symbols written there. I drew my hand back as I felt a fire raging just beneath his skin. I brought my hand to his buried chest and felt a similar fire raging beneath the dirt there. A single thought radiated from this information. “Heatstroke.” I realized in amazement.

I turned to Garahk in desperation. “He's burning up. We need to cool him down.” Garahk didn't stop muttering but glanced up at me skeptically. I gestured insistently as I felt my hand shaking. “He could die if he overheats like this. He needs to be cooled down.” Garahk turned to the two remaining orcs and motioned them over with her head. They rushed over as they gesture briefly. They then sank their hands into the dirt, causing frost to sprout from the soil as it glowed. I looked up at the object as I heard Dexter's teeth begin to chatter in response to the shift in temperature. A purple aura was starting to radiate from the crack in the middle, trying to draw the stone together and fix the overwhelming damage. “Let this work.” I pleaded softly. “Please let this work.”

What Garahk said next chilled me to the bone. “Something is fighting me.” She suddenly said. “I do not know if I can overcome it.”



Dexter



Our plane was thrown into complete chaos. As soon as Garahk's spell took hold we were plunged back into our game, our deadly game of cat and mouse. Thankfully, this time he was thirty yards away, giving me more time to run. I turned to try and run back into the maze, but instead of the white walls, I saw only crumbling ruins. “Revelation: My counterpart has destroyed my means of escape. Theorization: Creation of obstacles no longer possible. Counterpart interference would be too great.” I turned back to the now charging figure growing closer. I chose to adopt a fighting stance. “Conclusion: Confrontation is now inevitable. Adopt and analyze all known fighting techniques.” I adjusted my stance as I perfected my posture. I tilted my head briefly as I noticed my counterpart's appearance had progressed again. His skin was now beat red. His hair stuck out wildly, bobbing up and down as he ran closer. His shirt was nonexistent, and his jeans were replaced by some sort of animal skin cloth. I glanced down at my own appearance. My skin had changed into a full blueberry tone as if I had not yet washed off from my time in the vat. My attire was now a neatly pressed navy blue suit with matching pants. I brought my hand to my own hair and felt the short cut hair along the side of my head, clean and neat. I scowled slightly at the difference between then and now. “Conclusion: Division has progressed.”

I focused my attention back on my counterpart. He was charging me reckless. His fists came flying in, only for me to sidestep the blows. He continued to swing as I miraculously avoided his fists. “Realization: Possession of mobility advantage. Superior intellect allows for anticipation and countering of imminent blows.” My counterpart continued to roar as I repeatedly dodged his attacks. “FIGHT ME, YOU COWARD! I'LL RIP YOU TO SHREDS AND BATHE IN YOUR BLOOD!” I let out a scoff as I ducked under another one of his strikes. “Disadvantage: counterpart possesses limit defying capabilities. My movements will eventually slow and I shall be caught.” I glanced up at the sky and saw the celestial object. A bizarre purple light was radiating from it, bathing the ground in its light.” “Anticipation: surviving long enough to observe the restoration of the psyche.” My hopes were dashed when a white-hot pain suddenly radiated up my leg. I let out a cry and I rolled out of the way of the latest blow as I glanced around. A fire had risen around us, surrounding us on all sides and quickly shrinking the space available. “Realization: timeframe has just been reduced.” I turned back to my counterpart as he charged again. I continued to dodge as my heart started to pound in my head, my physical limit growing closer. Swing after swing whizzed past me as I led him around the closing circle. I turned my torso every which way to avoid his strikes.

The flames slowly drew closer and closer as I felt myself grow fatigued, my heart struggling to keep up with my movements. I could feel a damp pressure on my forehead as my body started to scream from the contortions. I felt the temperature rise as the flames grew higher around us. My counterpart continued to roar obscenities as our area was further reduced in size. I felt sweat drip down my face as my body begged me to stop. The fires licked at my back as my counterpart’s fists grew faster and faster. He finally managed to outmaneuver me and slammed me down as his fist begin to squeeze. I felt a pressure grow in my head as my counterpart pushed on my neck. “THIS ENDS NOW!” He roared. I let out a muffled cough as I felt the pressure build. Blackness started to creep into my vision. I suddenly brought my knees up and my feet to his chest, pushing up desperately. My counterpart flew back as I kicked him off, and I felt the pressure disappear. I quickly stood, coughing, as I noticed a startling change in the environment.

The heat of flames was no longer there. Instead, we were surrounded by a field of snow, punctuated by protrusions of ice. The wind blew flakes of snow across my vision and whistled in my ear as it chilled me and the once firey landscape. I looked at my counterpart as my breath froze in the air. He was still laying in the field, face down, struggling to climb to his feet. “This Ends Today, Whether You Like It Or Not.” I bellowed over the wind. “Just Give Up.”

My counterpart let out a deep grunt and looked up at me as he stood. “YOU'RE ASSUMING YOU'LL LIVE THROUGH TODAY. I WON'T REST UNTIL SHEL IS AVENGED.” He roared back. I let out a sigh as I looked up at the object. The purple glow had grown brighter, but it wasn’t stopping it from breaking apart. “Revelation: Object will not alter condition trajectory without further power or direction. Solution: Offer own power and guidance to remedy the issue. Apprehension: Unable to overpower counterpart’s will to provide such help, even if own direction would contribute meager force.” I turned back as my counterpart started charging again, fists reared back and ready to strike. I got into a fighting stance, ready for his next attack. His fists whizzed past my head as a rumbling crack echoed across the field, indicating further damage to the object. I continued to dodge his blows as the wind howled in my ears. I felt a strangely renewed vigor at this change in temperature, thermal exertion no longer an issue on my mind. I continued to dodge blow after blow as I deftly weaved around the open field, trying to dodge his attacks while formulating a method to get away and help repair the object. “Advantage him: Running won’t do any good. He’ll have the overall speed advantage. Advantage me: Maneuverability allows me to overcome the speed difference in close quarters. His movements are too primal to theorize beyond the next move. Advantage him: His delays may make object damage permanent. Advantage me: Intelligence allows for psychological as well as physical planning. Decision: Neutralize opponent.”

I turned my torso with all my might as I retaliated with the first punch I delt in our entire fight, striking his exposed side near his floating rib. He reeled back slightly as I drew my hand back and turned my hip, lifting my leg and doing the same thing on the opposing side with a swift kick. My opponent let out a pained cough then a roar as he intensified his swinging. I returned to dodging as I kept my fists near my face and tried to find an opening. “New information: Damage increases ferocity but decreases cohesiveness. Conclusion: strike critical areas.” I began to retaliate as I spotted weaknesses in his defense, striking vital areas as I recalled them. I struck joints, nerves, exposed areas of flesh devoid of skeletal underbellies. I damaged his spleen, kidneys, major arteries as he continued to roar in frustration and swing ever wilder. More and more gaps appeared in his defenses as our fight dragged on, the time marked by the ever-blooming object above. I stole a glance in its direction as my counterpart showed no signs of slowing down. The purple light was fighting desperately to pull the pieces together, but it was a losing battle. It didn’t have the power to pull something like that back together. I let out an annoyed growl as I struck my counterpart’s torso once more. “Progress nill: Aid is undoubtedly required to repair damages. Solution: . . . . None.”

I felt a sense of hopelessness well up within me, a feeling I was unfamiliar with. I was fighting a losing battle in a scenario where there was no winner. If I won, I had no way of repairing the damage. If I lost, I’d likely be terminated by my counterpart. There was absolutely no good solution to this situation. All I could do was survive and hope, both of which would still not change the outcome of the scenario. “Halt: A solution is always possible. I merely have to discover it.” I dodged more of my counterpart’s assaults as I expanded my horizon, trying to come up with a feasible solution. “Notion: psychological solution may be possible. Physical confrontation is ineffective in this regard. Cooperation may still be viable if the manipulation of motivation can be found. Objective: discover counterpart’s motivation.”

I suddenly glanced over my counterpart's shoulder as a glint on the horizon caught my eye. In the distance was an icy boulder, protruding from the smooth plain, truthfully one of many pieces that now dotted the snowy landscape. Through the blizzard, I could see a demonic door, frozen in one of the cliffs, yellow eye staring intently at our conflict. It flickered between the two of us as it observed our methods of fighting. I felt the hopelessness fade as I suddenly realized a method of victory.

I turned back to my counterpart as I quickly formulated a plan. “You Want To Avenge Shel?” I shouted, dodging his latest swings.

My counterpart roared in anger as his latest strike slammed his fist into the snow, giving me time to take a step back. “FUCK YES I DO!” He roared back, temporarily forgetting our conflict. I let out a sigh of relief as my idea worked. He was still able to talk, just not if I wasn’t pushing the right buttons.

I pointed at the embedded door as I directed his attention towards it. “Well, There's The Cause Of It All,” I shouted back. He turned to look at the door, his anger still swelling within him. I continued as I painted him a picture, angering him to attack the door. “That's The Door To His World. He Brought This Upon Us. He’s Why We’re Here In The First Place. Without Him, Almar Wouldn't Have Found Us And Killed Shel. If It Weren't For Him, She'd Still Be Alive. He’s The Cause Of This All, Of the Battle, Of Your Pain, Of Her Death! Look At It! Look At Its Monstrous Eye! It's Like It's Taunting You! It Knows Your Powerless Against It!” My counterpart let out a bellowing roar as he charged at the cliff, abandoning our fight and tearing into the ice as he desperately made his way towards the door. I watched in amazement as the ice chattered and crumbled under his fingers, bypassing all known laws of reality. “Realization: Emotions surpass logical limits.” I turned to look up at the object as another rumbling crack echoed across our plane. Another piece had drifted out from the chasm, furthering the divide in the moon. I took in a breath as my heart slowed again. “Realization: spell may contain countermeasures for repairs. Existing damage may also hinder efforts..” I turned back to him as I heard a loud snap. He'd already ripped the door out and was proceeding to smash it to pieces. “Counterpart has untold strength in the mental realm, illogical nature gives him said advantage. Celestial situation appears dire and requires aid to remedy. Conclusion: Counterpart may be tricked into providing his help.” I trudged over as he ripped the final piece into splinters, causing another cry to echo across our world. “How Far Are You Willing To Go?” I asked.

He turned to me, face contorted in a wild expression. “I'D DESTROY PLANETS IF IT MEANS I HINDERED ALMAR!” He roared.

I grinned slightly as I gestured at the object in the heavens. “Well, He Wants That Moon Destroyed.” I lied, shouting over the howling wind. My counterpart turned towards it, rage miraculously growing wilder. “He Wants To Remind You Of His Victory Every Day, A Permanent Facet Of This Landscape That Cannot Be Ignored. He Wants To Remind You Of Your Failure, Your Failure To Stop Him From Hurting Shel. He Wants You To Think Of Shel's Broken Heart Every Time You See The Broken Moon!”

My counterpart through his fists back and let out another roar. “FUCK YOU ALMAR!” He bellowed in rage. He directed his hands toward the object, letting out a strained grunt as they flexed angrily. I looked up at the object expectantly, eager to see what he was capable of. A green aura had now joined the purple, throwing strings of thin light out from the surface. The wind began to bellow and push on me as the strands materialized as if pushing on my own being. I looked down at my own hands as an idea drifted through my mind, as if of its own accord. “Power is useless without direction.” I looked back up at the object, feeling a desire to watch it. The filaments were now gripping the two pieces of the object, weakly pulling them together as the purple light grew brighter, throwing themselves out from the crack like a planetary ring. I directed my hand towards the object as I contributed my will to the strands. “Unite!” I thought loudly. The nebulous strands suddenly spun together and collapsed into solid tendrils, able to grip the object much tighter. They bent and wove together as me and my counterpart united under a single goal, undo the damage. I felt a mild pain dissipate from my head as the tendrils slowly pulled the object closed again, throwing the purple light out in a larger and larger ring. I heard my counterpart roar in defiance as the vine-like tendrils reached out and grabbed the drifting pieces, gently pulling them back in to unite the object as a whole once more. I looked down as I suddenly felt cold water lapping at my feet.

My eyes grew wide as I saw the snow below me quickly melting away, revealing a floor of ice and hundreds of doors beneath its surface, various colored eyes blinking up at me. I looked back up at the object. The purple light had localized itself to the crack, streaming out like a ring encompassing half of it. The water slowly rose as one last realization dawned on me. “This plane is temporary. Once it is gone, I'll cease to exist. Our power will fade as our mind is restored. We won't be able to destroy the doorways. We might not even know they exist.” I looked down as I watched my form shift one last time. As I watched, pigment returned to my skin and my suit pulled back into my regular clothes. I felt emotions return to me as the water rose to my chest. I looked over at my counterpart. He had changed as well, returning to a prior appearance as I had, his attire still disheveled and untamed, but otherwise identical to my own. I turned back to the object as I considered the consequences of these events. “Infiltration will still be possible. We won’t consciously know they exist. Then again maybe it’s for the best. Maybe it’s better that he and I remain in the unconscious. I probably won’t exist anymore. . . but I think I'm okay with that.” The water was now above my head, submerging me in its cold pressure and pressing further down on me. Through the water, I could see the green coils had weakened and were beginning to wither, fading as the water rose. The purple light was fading as well as the object was restored to its whole and the darkness began to cover it.

After another moment, the tendrils faded and fell away as the object was fully enveloped by blackness and disappeared from view, indistinguishable from the rest of the sky. I panted as I felt the last vestige of influence on the object die and I felt myself finally relax. I was now submerged, standing on a floor of ice, with only the faintest hint of what was to come. I could feel an inevitable end to this plane of existence, an end to the conscious existence of the unconscious. “There's still one more thing to do.” I thought as I turned to my counterpart. He'd fallen to his knees, panting despite the water. I slowly walked over, cold water hindering my movements as the world continued to grow dark. The stars blinked out of existence. The cliffs disappeared into blackness. Even my maze was swallowed by the dark. By the time I stood beside him, I could only make out the two of us, the two of us in an empty plane of existence. He looked up at me, stunned. “I . . tried to . . kill you.” He gasped, stunned by his own words. His voice sounded muffled as if the sound had to fight to reach my ears. I nodded and offered my hand. He paused, then took it gingerly.

I helped him up as I felt the water around us grow colder. “We don't have much time,” I said. It felt weird to speak as if I was never meant to do it. “You and I both know what’s going to happen. In a few minutes, we'll cease to exist. We might not even remember our interactions.”

My counterpart looked around in disbelief, fixated on one particular fact. “You could've stopped me. You could've fought back. You could have ended me, but you didn’t” He insisted.

I nodded, feeling time grow short. “In the beginning, yes. I could've stopped you. Just like you tried to stop me from influencing you. Were I . . We . . a different man I might have come to that conclusion a lot sooner. But the truth is our logic will always dictate the necessity of emotions. Without it life is pointless.” I motioned at both of us as I echoed a prior statement. “I can't do it without you; you can't do it without me.”

My counterpart seemed to think for a minute, then nodded. We’re better than that.” He affirmed. “We can overcome desires like that.” I nodded in agreement as I grinned The two of us looked down as I suddenly felt a new chill envelop my legs. Our feet had sunk in, or rather, the ice had risen, creeping its way up to our shins as the temperature continued to drop.

I looked up at my counterpart as the implications became clear. “We don't have much time,” My counterpart looked up to meet my gaze. I placed a hand on his shoulder as I continued to speak. “You are right about one thing. I don't have the drive you do.” He finally grinned as I started to praise him. “Our logic dictates taking the comfortable and slow route; not willing to experience tremendous strain in the meeting of a goal. This ultimately leads to mediocrity; but here, we can't afford ourselves the luxury of mediocrity. We must strive for the best. In contrast, our emotions will stop at nothing to achieve a goal, but they'll take the least efficient route possible. They'll even go as far as to alienate others for the sake of completion, and we can't do this alone.” I let go of his shoulder and offered my hand. “So, I propose a mutual partnership. From now on, we work together. No more underhanded influence from me, and no more violent overpowering from you. We'll be equals in this.” I felt the ice reach my thighs as I stood there. My counterpart stared at my hand for a minute, seeming hesitant. I brought my hand a little closer. “Partners?” I asked. My counterpart reached up and let out a sigh as he seemed to think. The ice slowly crept up to my hips. My other hand was now frozen in the ice, unmovable.

My counterpart continued to think for one more moment, then took my hand and shook vigorously. “Partners.” He echoed. I grinned slightly as I felt the ice rise to envelop us. “Let's do this.” He added, grinning. “We still have time to complete the rite.”

I smiled wide as I nodded in agreement. “I’ll follow your lead on this one. I look forward to seeing what you can come up with.” After another moment, the ice reached our elbows, pinning our hands in position. I looked my counterpart in the eye one last time. “I'll see you on the other side.” I quipped. My counterpart let out a small laugh as our heads were finally overtaken by the ice, freezing his face into his laugh and mine into a victorious grin.
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Amelia



I stared at Garahk as I tried to register what she was saying. “Something is resisting?” I asked, stunned. Garahk nodded as she continued muttering. “What could be doing that?” I asked. The orc holding Dexter's arm next to me spoke up.

“It can be any number of things.” He replied, grunting slightly as he pressed on Dexter. “It could be part of some other spell, some error in her spell's design, it could even be the subject of the spell itself.”

I gave him a quizzical look. “H-how?” I asked. “How could Dexter be part of it? He’s not even conscious.”

This time the orc across from me answered. “In certain cases, the recipient of a spell can resist its effects.” He explained, keeping his arms pressed into the dirt. “He could even be unconsciously resisting her attempts. Judging from his struggling, he is being very resistant.” I looked down at Dexter as he let out a pained cough. His face was contorted into a grimace as he continued to squirm.

I brought my hands to my head as I let out a groan of my own. “Mmmmm I hate that I can't do anything to help,” I complained helplessly. “I'm just sitting here being useless.”

Dexter's teeth continued to chatter as the orcs beside me spoke again. “There is nothing else that you can do.” He assured me. “You can wait and hope.”

I nodded as I watched the scene before me.“I know, it's just-” The orc holding one of Dexter's legs cleared her throat. I turned in time to see her bring her finger to her lips before bringing it back down. Dexter suddenly increased his struggling as Garahk's chanting started to fill the room. The purple flames glowed brighter as the moon radiated the same aura. Despite Garahk’s chanting, the object appeared to worsen in its state, cracking further and crumbling under its own weight. Dexter's struggles slowly died as Garahk's chanting grew intense. He panted as he seemed to relax, soothed for an unknown reason. The orcs looked at each other in confusion as they appeared to ease their pressure.

The orc holding Dexter's left arm suddenly looked down in confusion. “He is tensing.” He warned. The others briefly pressed down again before relaxing. Dexter wasn't struggling anymore, just tensing his muscles as he let out another groan. One of the orcs cooling Dexter let out a gasp as she looked up. I followed her gaze and my eyes went wide. The object above Dexter had sprouted thin green filaments, reaching out from the surface as they swayed in an invisible wind. Bulak let out her own gasped as she noticed it too. I sat there, open-mouthed, and watched as the filaments turned and bent to bridge the gap created by the crack.

The orc holding Dexter's left leg spoke up. “Garahk is tha-” She was cut off as the orc holding Dexter's other leg clamped a hand over her mouth. Garahk tilted her head back, eyes closed, as her chanting grew louder. I looked down as I noticed the soil, or rather Dexter's body beneath the soil had risen up. Dexter's contorted face let out a muffled grunt as the wispy strands grew taut, weakly pulling the object together. The other orcs continued to exchange confused glances until Garahk's chanting was finally interrupted by Dexter himself.

His eyes shot open, seeming to stare angrily at nothing as his chest fell and his mouth flew open. His eyes seemed to glow with a strange aura as he shouted towards the moon above him. He roared in guttural anger as the filaments gained new energy and snapped together, twisting and turning into vine-like tendrils. The new coils of light gripped the object tightly as the purple energy grew brighter, shooting out from the object like a ring. I watched as the tendrils slowly pulled the object together, allowing Garahk’s purple energy to fuse the pieces. Dexter continued to bellow as the lights grew brighter, feeding more energy into the spell. The crescendo of actions came to a close as the object started being enveloped by blackness once more. Dexter let out a croaking sigh as his bellow finally ran out of breath. The purple light faded and the tendrils started to wither. Garahk let go of Dexter's head and slumped back, exhausted. Dexter’s face went slack as her fingers lifted from his skin. The object remained just long enough to watch the tendrils wilt into blackness and fall away. The other orcs back away slightly as the staves extinguished themselves, filling the room with bleak dungeon light. Everyone stood in stunned silence as Garahk sat on her knees, panting. The other orc cooling Dexter down finally stepped forward. “Garahk, there was a-” He was cut off as Garahk raised her hand.

She took a few more breaths, then reached for her staff. “I know, Drigka. I know.” She sighed. The room suddenly exploded with questions.

“What was that?”

“What was it doing?”

“Did it try to fight you.” Garahk merely rose on shaky legs. Bulak noticed first and rushed to fetch a chair.

Garahk raised her hand firmly and halted the questions. “To answer everything at once,” Garahk said a little loudly, walking a short way from the center. Bulak came running back with a chair and placed it beneath Garahk. She sat down in the chair as she continued speaking. “I shall explain everything I know about the green aura.” The room fell silent as the stared expectantly at Garahk. “As far as I can tell, the aura was not a remnant of the initial offending spell. It seemed to be a projection of Dexter's own will.” She explained, pointing at Dexter with her staff. The questions erupted again, but Garahk merely raised her free hand. “To answer the inevitable question; yes, I do believe Dexter played some small role in his own restoration, even if he was not aware of it. He appears to have gained a temporary affinity for cerebration magic from the spell I had cast on him.”

“I-is that even possible?” One of them asked suddenly.

Garahk nodded solemnly as she let out a sigh. “Yes, my child, at least temporarily.” She clarified. “Without my mana in place, I doubt he would be able to replicate the spell I just performed. I do not expect him to be able to repeat his actions once he wakes up.”

Everyone glanced at him as they remembered the reason this conversation was happening. “H-how's that possible?” Another piped up. “How could he have learned magic like that?”

Garahk shrugged. “I am uncertain in that matter,” She admitted. “I do know such a phenomenon is possible, albeit in a lesser form. I believe we have a history tome about a low-level wizard who was able to learn spells more quickly by having them cast on him. This may be a similar phenomenon. Though, I doubt he would be able to cast a basic mental spell from this one event.” Everyone turned back to Dexter as Garahk's explanation ended.

Bulak stepped forward as she gestured insistently. “So, that is that?” Bulak asked. “He is cured?”

Garahk seemed to think for a moment, then nodded. “He may require a brief recovery period,” Garahk added. “The minor damaged caused by the barrier occasionally required an hour of rest after restoration. Given the level of damage, it may take several days for him to recover.”

Bulak turned to stare angrily at Garahk. “That's not brief at all.” Bulak voiced angrily. “His rite is but a week away. He cannot afford to rest for that long.”

Garahk shrugged as she leaned back in her chair. “I could be wrong.” She admitted. “Such matters are not certain. He may require only a day or no time at all. We will not know until he awakens.”

Bulak let out a sigh as she glanced at Dexter. “And how long will that take?” She asked flatly.

Garahk shrugged again. “It could be any amount of time.” She replied. “He may remain unconscious for the next few hours or awake in the next few-” She was interrupted as Dexter let in a gasp and sat up. Everyone turned in shock as Dexter continued to pant heavily, dirt and sweat falling off his torso.



Dexter



I woke up cold, covered in dirt, and only the faintest idea of where I was and why I was there. I panted, as if I'd just finished a marathon, and tried to take in my surroundings. The room I was in was dark and damp. I could smell a moldy aroma wafting from nearby, and I could faintly make out figures on one side of the room as one of them moved towards me. Amelia knelt in front of me as she pushed my torso up a bit. “Nac ouy reah em?” She asked. I stared blankly at her as I struggled to comprehend what she was saying.

I turned as another voice called out. “Rexted. nac uoy dnatsrednu su?” Garahk asked. I stared at her as my mind refused to connect the syllables together. I let my head fall into my hand as my body let out a groan. “Sa I evah deraef, eh seriuqer ot revocer.” I tilted my head slightly as I heard a third voice joining my awareness.

“Tub rof woh gnol? Eh tonnac retne eht anera ni this etats.” I tuned out the nonsensical noise as I tried to think. “Memories, memories, what is my last memory?” I saw steel, armor, weapons, fire, blood . . Shel . . My eyes shot open as my brain went into overdrive. In an instant everything came flooding back; the lessons, the plan, the setbacks, the fights, the arguments, my problem, the funeral. Thoughts and opinions overlapped in the same events, adding to the information. It was like watching a movie with conflicting commentary. I looked up at Amelia as the world itself seemed to sharpen into focus. One last word came out as the stream of information died, little more than a whisper from a faraway source. “Remember.”

I looked up at everyone as I suddenly understood them. They were arguing about my condition, but that didn’t matter. All that I knew was I needed to hold on. “Binder,” I said quickly. Everyone looked at me in confusion, shocked at my speedy recovery. I gestured insistently as I let out an angered sigh “Binder,” I repeated firmly. Amelia finally understood and jumped up to fetch it. I looked around as I remembered why I was here. The world beyond the circle was little more than various-shaped blurs. I pointed energetically at the Garahk shaped smudge. “Thank you for fixing me,” I said, quickly conveying my gratitude. “I’ll thank you properly in the future, for right now I need to write something down.”

I turned to Amelia as I saw her smudge pull something out of my bag. I quickly cast Levitate, yanking the binder from her hand and towards me. I heard a gasp echo around the room as I opened the binder and began searching for a blank page. I squinted slightly as I saw the distorted equations I'd written earlier. “My glasses,” I asked, holding out a free hand. Another thought occurred to me as I tried to read what I'd written, the blur of the paper making it difficult. “And a pen.” Amelia was already pulling out a pen from my backpack she tossed to towards me as she reached into her pocket. I cast Levitate on the flying pen and drew it straight into my hand, determined to jot down the message before it disappeared from my memory. I put pen to paper and wrote furiously. I drew a plain oval with an eye just above the center. It was a simple shape but one that I felt had a degree of significance. I made lines connecting several words to the drawing. Cause? Adept in magic. Has followers. Sneaky Asshole. I moved on to draw a pure black rectangle, a dark doorway punctuated by another eye in the center. I connected the words Demonic. Gateway to him. Watches you. Material Looks Very Smashable. I quickly wrote one final message before the information faded from my mind.

Here's everything we know. Do Us a Favor And Kill This Asshole.

-L

-R

I finally leaned back and gazed at what I'd written, completely lost on the meaning of it all. I felt a presence to my left and I glanced over. Amelia was looking over my shoulder, reading the page intently. “What is all that?” She asked, handing me my glasses.

I shrugged as I took them and looked back at the page. “I have no idea,” I admitted, putting the frames on. My vision grew sharp again as I continued to read. “I just knew I had to write it before I forgot. I’m sorry if it’s not much to go on.”

I heard a shift in the soil and looked up so see Garahk standing again. “Are you certain you're at full strength?” She asked, crouching to look at my face. “Are you not experiencing any fuzziness?” I thought about it for a minute.

“Maybe a little bit,” I replied. “but this is the clearest my head has been in ages. I feel like I could tackle anything.” I let my mind zero in on the issue pressing me since the battle, the rite. I let various scenarios play out as tried to maximize my chances of victory. “Given the current plan, there's little to no way I'll be able to pull this off. That leaves me one option. The only issue is . . . Bingo.” I snapped the binder closed and jumped up. “New plan.” I declared, running over to my backpack.

I threw the binder back in and zipped it up as Bulak started questioning me.“What do you mean ‘new plan’?” She asked in exasperation. “What is wrong with the current plan?” I shook my head as I threw the backpack over my shoulders. I felt my bare back scrape against the fabric. I looked down and realized I was shirtless, covered in dirt and a strange dry paste. I started rubbing the dirt and paste off as I looked back up to ask about my shirt, but one of the orcs was already tossing it back.

I threw off my backpack and pulled the shirt on as I answered Bulak. “It's too slow; I won't be ready in time for the rite. There are too many unknowns. We need another plan of attack.” I pointed at Brokil as I pulled my backpack back on. “I sorry for what I said earlier. I'll make it up to you in the future, but right now we'll have to put the magic learning on hold.”

Brokil gave me a confused look. “Why? It appears your ailment is resolved. You still may learn something useful.” He protested.

I shook my head again as I tightened the straps on my backpack. “There are too many uncertainties.” I countered. “Anything I learn may end up being useless in the arena. The one combat spell I learn could just glance off whatever beast they throw at me. Same goes for if I were to learn any other shielding spells. No, I have a better idea to make it through. Plus, it might help me in the long run.” I turned and jogged through the doorway and towards the stairs.

I heard a pair of footsteps behind me as I made my way up. “Just a moment, what is your plan?” Bulak asked. “What are you planning to do?”

I kept my legs pumping as I ran up the steps. “In summary? Move faster.” I called back. I emerged from the stairs and headed for the front door. “We'll have to double down on any training you have lined up; plus, focus on one particular weapon discipline instead of the techniques of all of them.” I threw open the door and started running towards the gate, backpack pressed firmly to my back. “I'll See You Back At The Barn!” I shouted over my shoulder. I rushed off as I started compiling a mental list of things to do. “First, I'll need the things from the barn. Then I'll have to find Brugo and the others and explain my request. After that I'll get back and resume training, assuming Bulak waits long enough for me to get back.” I ran through the streets as the orcs gave me strange looks. I ignored all of them and continued my brisk jog back to the barn. I could deal with their animosity later.

I rounded the corner and saw the building in the distance. I grinned to myself as I again evaluated my chances for the rite. “I can fucking do this.” I thought as I threw open the door. I tossed my backpack onto a table as I ran over to an open box. I looked in and saw the items I was looking for resting on top. I reached in and pulled out the amulets before turning to sprint back out the door. My heart was starting to pound in my ears as I ran towards the Foaming Flagon. “Might as well squeeze some stamina training in. There's never a time like the present.”

It took a considerably short amount of time to make it to my destination this time. I waved towards the orcs still toiling away at rebuilding the burned houses and homes. The smell of sawdust and dirt filled my nostrils as I bolted down the street, wind whistling in my ears as my feet pounded on the cobblestone. My lungs burned as I rounded the corner and ran down the street towards the bar. I leaned against the wall, panting, as I finally arrived at the tavern, sweat beginning to drip down my forehead. “Definitely need to work on stamina.” I thought as I wiped the sweat from my brow. I took a few gulping breaths before I pushed open the door. I spotted Brugo behind the counter and quickly made my way over, gripping the amulets tightly as I gasped for air. He looked up and gave me a concerned expression as I made it to the bar. “Dexter.” He said, grinning slightly. “What can I do for you?” He seemed hesitant at my sudden and early arrival.

I grinned in kind and panted heavily as slammed the amulets on the table. “I need . . your help.” I gasped simply.

Brugo looked down at the three amulets then back at me. “What could you possibly need that requires you to use all of your life debts?” He asked skeptically.

I grinned as I lifted the amulets and held all three of them up. “I need your help . . .in completing the rite.” I answered enthusiastically. Brugo seemed about to protest, but I cut him off. “Before you ask, I'm not asking you to fight with me; that wouldn't be fair to the rite. No, I need you to find people that are able and willing to enter the arena with me. I need people that are willing to train for the next week and go through the rite with me.”

Brugo continued to stare in disbelief at me as he seemed to consider my request. “You do realize what you are asking, correct?” He inquired. “Are you willing, to use not one but three life debts, just to gain help in this rite?”

I looked down at the amulets. “No, Uggog and Xegog are going to get different tasks. I just want you to find people, preferably capable trainees, that can join me.” Brugo continued to stare at me as I finished outlining my request. I nodded encouragingly as I held the amulets slightly higher. “Can you do it?” I asked again.

Brugo rubbed his head nervously for a minute before answering. “How will you train them?” He asked skeptically. “From what I have heard, you have Bulak training you for the rite. Any apprentice I give you will only take away from your training.”

I nodded as I gestured towards the amulets. “I'll have Uggog and Xegog handle that,” I replied. “I've thought of everything; I just need your contribution to the plan.”

Brugo let out a sigh as he stared at the amulets. He thought for another moment before finally replying.  “I can ask around.” He admitted. “I merely need to know when they should arrive at the barn.”

I nodded as I lowered the amulets. “Send them over the day after tomorrow,” I replied. “Preferably around midday. I should have everything ready by then.” Brugo nodded as he turned to leave. I quickly grabbed his arm, causing him to stop, to ask him about one more matter. “One other thing, where can I find Uggog and Xegog?”

Brugo grinned and let out a short laugh, grinning as he pointed towards the door. “Take a left out the door and head to the western barracks. It should take ten minutes to walk there.”

I nodded as I turned and jogged towards the door. “I'm counting on you,” I called over my shoulder as I burst back into the open air. I turned and began sprinting down the road as my heart started to pound in my chest again. “All that's left is Uggog's and Xegog's contribution.” I continued to run as I tried to think of anything else I'd need. “Food: I’ve thought of it. Equipment: Shurkul might be willing to supply a few. Strategy: Hammer it out once they arrive.” I managed to run to the barracks within a few minutes, sprinting past more half-constructed houses. I leaned on a nearby post, panting, as the orcs around me gave me more strange looks. I gasped for a short while before I looked back up. This was definitely the barracks. A sign bearing a sword and shield was hanging just above the front door, narrowing it down to an armory or barracks. I could hear booming chatter within and the clash of weapons behind the building. “Definitely barracks. Armory wouldn’t need that many people. Perfect.” I took one last gulping breath and walked into the building.

The room inside was relatively plain. The half stone walls made it look like I stepped right into the Roman era, minus the Centurion armor. Instead, the armor and weapons in the room were a weird combination of tribal leather and medieval metal. I quickly spotted an orc meticulously writing on a piece of parchment and walked over. His seemingly bored expression turned into a scowl as he looked up. “What business do you have here, outsider?” He spat angrily.

I held up the amulets as I closed the gap. “I'm looking for Uggog and Xegog,” I replied.

His scowl turned into a glare as he stood. “How did you come to possess those?” He demanded.

I stopped and gestured calmly at him. “They were given to me,” I replied. “That's how it works, right? They were hanging from weapons outside my door. Look, they have my name on them.”

The orc snatched them from my grasp and examined them. He continued to glare as he read each inscription. “What possessed them to do this; I will never know.”

I nodded as I held out my hand. “Well, I need them for something and I'd like to know where they are.”

The orc looked at my hand then at me, his scowl remaining. “Why should you possess these?” He asked angrily. “You are not worthy of these, let alone a title.”

I gritted my teeth as I clenched my fist. “Look,” I said calmly, trying to hold back my own anger. “I know you don't like me. I can understand you having a bad experience with my people, but I need their help. So, give me the amulets and tell me where they are.” The orc just stared at me. I let out a sigh as I realized his refusal to comply. “Fine, just tell me where they are. I probably don't need the amulets anyway. I'll get them back anyway once I tell Bulak about this headache.” The orc faltered at that statement. I stifled a grin as I realized what I needed to do. “I don’t like people getting in my way over important matters like these,” I explained. “If you continue to refuse my requests, I’ll have to talk to Bulak or the chief about your interference. I can only imagine what kind of punishment they come up with.” I held out my hand again. “I can, however, forget about all of this if you just give me the amulets like I asked and tell me where they are.”

The orc stared at my had for a minute, then let out a scoff and tossed the amulets to me. I caught them as he pointed to a nearby doorway. “They are at the training grounds.” He sighed angrily, continuing to scowl at me. I nodded as I turned and walked through it, stepping out into a dirt-covered field. I spotted wooden mannequins, decked out in various weapons and armor. I could see an orc carrying a bag of weapons into another building. Several others were sparring with one another on the far side of the field, near the mannequins. I took a few steps forward as I tried to spot the two brothers. “Hang on, where would they even be? Come to think of it, I don't know what they look like.” I scanned the group as I tried to find a sense of familiarity amongst them. The orcs turned and gave me hostile looks as I awkwardly wandered around the field.

I suddenly felt a hand slam onto my shoulder and I turned to see an orc grinning down at me. “Now what would you be doing here?” He asked rather sinisterly.

A second orc appeared beside him, grinning smugly. “Now Uggog, that is not a proper way to talk to a guest. He should be given a proper orcish greeting.” My eyes went wide as I made a connection. These were the orcs I'd saved using the door. The one holding my shoulder barely rivaled my height, blue eye giving off a deceptive vibe. His dark brown hair was left to droop down his head and his clothes were typical of the orcs you'd see, save for the locket he wore around his neck. The orc standing behind him was nearly a match; except for his shorter stature, darker hair, and lack of locket.

The orc holding my shoulder nodded. “You are correct, Xegog.” He said a little loudly. “Come, little brother. We must give this one a proper greeting, away from prying eyes.” He then turned and steered me towards a secluded area, all the while the orcs around me stared in contempt. I went along with their plan as Uggog guided me through a doorway and Xegog closed the door behind us. I looked around and saw a room full of weapons and armor, a storage room for damaged armaments. I turned to the brothers as Uggog released my hand, allowing me to see Xegog grab a chair and use it to barricade the door. “You should not have come here,” Uggog said worriedly, dropping the menacing facade. Xegog turned to us as he finished testing the door. “The orcs out there do not possess the best of intentions after the rumors of you at the battle began spreading.”

I nodded and held up the lockets as I began to explain. “Yeah, but this is the quickest way for me to find you. I need your help.”

The two brothers stared at the amulets in disbelief. “You are using your life debt so soon?” Xegog asked, astonished. “Some hold their debts for years before they expect a return. There is very little you could not request of us with those amulets. Does this request not seem below such an honor?”

I nodded as I lowered the amulets again. “Yeah, but I need your help with this. I need you to go out and recruit as many people as you can to help me train for the rite.”

Their eyes went wide. “Are you Mad?” Uggog hissed. “Most of the city has turned against you, as have many of the warriors within. There are few people willing to train an outsider, let alone one of your rumored reputation.”

I nodded as I let out an annoyed sigh. “Yeah well, I think I might've found a way around that,” I admitted. “I just need you to agree to help me.”

The brothers glanced at each other, then stared at me with mild apprehension. “I suppose we do not have much of a choice in this matter,” Uggog replied with a sigh. “We must uphold our debt.” I nodded as I glanced at the nearby door. The chair was still wedged firmly against the door, barring it. I turned back as Uggog continued. “We will have to know how you intend to convince them to join your cause.”

I nodded as I gesture thoughtfully. “It all hinges on how you sell this task,” I replied smugly. The two of them stared skeptically at me. “Don't tell them it's to help me train; Tell them it's a rare opportunity to beat up the outsider with no consequences.”

Their skepticism turned into shock as I explained my idea. “You are willing to weather unknown numbers just to train your skills for this one event?”

I nodded as I gestured at the third amulet. “They aren't just for me though,” I added. “I'm having Brugo look for recruits willing to enter the arena with me. When your instructors aren't training me; they'll be training the recruits.”

The brothers glanced at each other again as I finished. “You are certainly dedicating yourself to this,” Xegog remarked.

I nodded as I grinned again. “I'm not going to have an opportunity like this again. If I don't give it my all there's not really a point in doing it in the first place.”

Uggog let out a short laugh as he glanced away. “That sounds like something Agrob would say.” He sighed. He raised a hand to his neck and thumbed the locket, thoughtfully. After a moment, he let out a sigh as he turned back. “I believe I speak for both of us in this regard.” He finally replied. “We will follow your plan for the rite. We merely need you to tell us when to bring them to your abode.”

I nodded as I glanced at the door again. It didn’t sound like anyone was outside. “Bring them by around midday tomorrow. I'll be able to give them an official deal by then.”

The two of them nodded in agreement as Xegog gestured affirmatively. “Very well then. We will fulfill your request. We will tell the soldiers to arrive at midday tomorrow.”

I gave them a thumbs-up as I turned to leave the room. “I’ll look forward to it. I’ll give it my all. Thanks again.” I turned towards the door but stopped as Uggog put a hand on my shoulder.

I turned to him in confusion as he seemed to grimace and stared off. “Unfortunately, you cannot leave as such.” He admitted guiltily. “We made a show of roughing you up. It would raise suspicion if you left without some indication of a fight.”

I thought for a moment then let out an annoyed sigh as I nodded and brushed the bruise, still visible on my cheek. “I suppose you have a point there,” I replied, thoughtfully. “It would be suspicious if something didn’t change about me after all of this.” I suddenly removed my glasses and presented my face. “Go ahead and punch me.” I offered, bracing. The two of them just stared at me, surprised at my enthusiasm. I gestured insistently as I kept bracing. “Go ahead, I can take it.” I encouraged. Uggog glanced at Xegog, who seemed to be reaching for something.

Uggog shrugged and pulled his fist back but was stopped by Xegog. “You two are missing something.” He said, presenting his open hand. Several pinkish-red clusters of berries rolled around on his palm. I recognized them as wild raspberries “Chew, but do not swallow, these.” I stared at him as I took the pile and poured them into my mouth. I began chewing as Xegog glanced at the door. “While the solution of violence is easy, it's rarely the best one.” He mused.

I let out a small laugh as I heard his statement. “That's some buddha type shit right there,” I giggled, mouth half full of raspberries.

Xegog nodded as he watched me chew. “Now go ahead and spit.” He instructed. “Your teeth should be stained enough as it is.” I complied by spitting the berries into the floor and showed them my teeth.

Xegog nodded as Uggog grinned. “Marvelous notion brother. That was a most ingenious solution.” I turned to a nearby metal shield and saw the red juice now staining my teeth.

Xegog nodded as I turned back to them and grinned. “It is persuasive,” Xegog mused. “but it requires one extra touch.” I had just enough time to see his open palm come hurtling towards me before a slap of pain poured across my cheek.

I reeled as his palm made contact and pain radiated across my face. “Fuck that hurt.” I groaned as I nursed the now prominent bruise. “I need to build up my pain tolerance at some point.”

Xegog nodded as he rolled his wrist thoughtfully. “Perfect,” Xegog remarked. I turned to the brothers as Xegog unbarricaded the door. “Your unwitting instructors will arrive tomorrow. I hope you are prepared for their batterings.”

I nodded as I stretched my jaw. “We’ll see about that,” I replied, moving towards the door.

As I got close the facade that they had outside suddenly materialized again, and they grabbed me before shoving me out the door. “That oughta teach you.” One of them growled. I stumbled and fell, trying to make the ruse more convincing. I panted heavily as I shakily crawled to my feet. I began walking towards the exit, limping to make the ruse more convincing. I walked past sneering orcs as they paused in their sparring and I reflected on the day's events. “All according to plan. All that's left is the next week of training and the rite itself. . . Completely doable. . .  Completely doable” I limped out the door and down the street. The sun had risen considerably, bathing the city in a radiant light. I dropped the limp as I rounded the corner and began jogging back to the barn.

The contempt from the orc quickly turned into warm smiles as I jogged back into the Northern district, with the occasional ‘Good afternoon’ as I ran. I smiled back as I began sweating again, feeling a euphoric high as adrenaline coursed through me. I pushed through the discomfort and tried to keep pace all the way back. My heart burned with exertion I finally rounded the corner and spotted the barn in the distance once again. I could make out figures standing near the door. I broke into a sprint and urged my groaning muscles to propel me forward, boosting my stamina gain for the day. I only slowed and stopped once I reached the barn, panting, in front of the three figures.

“That took a while.” I heard Bulak remark.

I nodded as my face continued to drip with sweat. “I had . . something that . . needed to . . be done.” I gasped. I took a few more breaths and wiped the sweat from my face. I looked up as my heart started to slow again. Amelia, Bulak, and Urog were staring down at me. I looked down as I spotted something shiny, glinting in Urog's hand.

Amelia crossed her arms as she stared at me with concern. “What were you doing?” She asked.

I took a few more gasps before answering. “I was working on the other part of the new plan,” I explained. “I kind of accepted that I can't do this alone. So, I got some other orcs looking for suitable candidates; both for instructors and trainees.”

Bulak looked at me skeptically. “Are my instructions not sufficient?” She asked.

I shook my head. “Not with the pace I plan to set,” I admitted. “In retrospect, I wasn't giving my all to the training. Judging from Brokil's instructions, I have a ways to go before I actually outpace you in terms of stamina. Natural skill can definitely be overshadowed by pure willpower.”

Bulak let out a short laugh. “I never thought I would hear you admit a weakness.” She remarked. “It is certainly good to finally hear you admit your flaws.”

I nodded at the statement. “Yes, I'm confident in saying my mindset has changed,” I affirmed. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll be behind forever. In fact, right now I’m more energized than I’ve been in a while. It might take me hours before I need to rest.”

Bulak let out another short laugh. “That sounds like a challenge.” She said, grinning.

I grinned back and glanced at my watch. I pointed at the table of weapons as I let out another short laugh. “It's 12:43 right now. I think I can go past sunset if you think you’re up for more sparring.”

Bulak nodded as she reached over and grabbed a battleaxe from the table. “I accept your foolish challenge.” She said confidently.

I grinned as I brought my fist colliding into my open palm. “Let's fucking do it.” I quipped.

I turned to the table but was stopped when Urog put a hand on my shoulder. I turned to her as she held out her hand. “I believe you requested this.” She offered, holding out the glinting object. I looked at it as I saw that it was a Rubik's cube, made entirely out of metal. Each face seemed to be a different alloy, distinguishing from each other using metallic composition alone. It was amazing to look at, both in terms of form and functionality. I reached out and picked up the cube; bringing the reason for its creation to the forefront of my mind. I idly turned one of the faces as I pondered. “That sides are a little sticky. She left barely any room for error in going from one turn to another. Then again, it’s extremely well built for the local tech. I don’t imagine the medieval era being able to make something like this. She’s really skilled at this. . . Am I going to need any more motivation after this? . . . Probably not.”

I grinned slightly as I returned the cube to it's solved state and looked up at Urog. “Thank you for this,” I said, handing the cube to Amelia. “Shel would've like it.”

Urog nodded as she rubbed her arm nervously. “Thank you.” She murmured. “Even if she can't enjoy the trinket, I think you will do good in honoring her memory.” I nodded as I turned back to Bulak. She hefted her weapons enthusiastically as she grinned. I grinned back as I walked over and picked up a longsword, choosing a shield as my other weapon, as I turned to face Bulak.

She grinned again as she got into a fighting stance. “Ready?' She asked confidently.

I grinned as I fell into my own fighting stance. “Let's fucking do this,” I replied happily. Bulak nodded in agreement before quickly charging forward. With a clash of metal on metal, we began to spar.



We spent the rest of the day sparring, cutting our usual break time from twenty minutes every hour to five minutes. I had insisted on the time crunch. I felt fired up and wasn't about to let the energy go to waste. Bulak had taken note of my new drive and ramped up her own training. At first, she still managed to disarm or disable me using one method or another; but as the day ticked by, she began to slow and her breaths grew labored. By late afternoon, we were at a standstill; each of us had enough energy to fight, but either not enough skill or not enough energy to disarm the other. Our weapons clashed loudly against each other as her battle-axe met my sword and shield. I felt a strange affinity for the combination as if I was meant to use it. The shield was one of those circular ones, made of wood with a piece of metal bolted on the front, about as big as my forearm. It provided decent cover if I could get it in position in time. Though Bulak was very good at targeting my exposed areas. The sword was a combination of medieval and Viking era design. The long handle meant I could switch it to a double-handed sword if I needed to while still having the shield strapped to my arm. The sword was a bit unwieldy, but I was slowly getting the hang of it as I practiced. Bulak deflected blow after blow as I struck with sword and shield, heading her advice and using the defense armament for an offensive purpose.  Our sparring session finally came to a close when I disarmed Bulak with a flourish of the longsword, causing her to drop the weapon beside her. It was a small victory, Bulak frequently flung my weapon away with her techniques, but I relished the small victory as the sun began to dip low in the sky. I panted as I finally had my practice sword leveled at Bulak's neck, both of us taking in lungfuls of exhausted air. I let out a victorious whoop as I lowered my aching arm and Bulak fell to her hands and knees, sweat dripping from her brow. I continued to gasp as I turned and wobbled on shaky legs over to the table. I put the sword and shield on it and reached for a pair of goblets, filled to the brim with water.

I walked back over as Bulak continued to take big gulps of air. “How . . are you . . still standing?” She gasped. “There cannot . . be this . . much of . . a divide.”

I sat down beside her as I offered her one of the goblets. She took it and sat back as she drank deeply. “It's just . . the stamina regeneration.” I replied dismissively. “Our natural stamina stores . . probably aren't too . . much bigger than yours, . . but you definitely . . . trained yours up. I think I’m only . . standing cause of . . . the regeneration. . . .It’s useful when . . . you can run your prey . . . to death.” Bulak nodded as she took a massive sip from her goblet. Sweat dripped from her damp hair and into the dirt. I took a sip of my own as Bulak continued to gasp. We sat there for a while as the two of us recovered.

Bulak finally let out a gasp as she finished drinking. “Do you really intend . . to push yourself . . like this for . . the next week?” Bulak suddenly asked.

I paused as I gave the question some thought. “Probably.” I finally admitted, finally catching my breath. “Giving enough time for recovery from training; I should be at full strength for the rite. I can work on strategy with the other recruits when they get here. Until then, it'll be training from dusk to dawn.”

Bulak let out a long groan at that last statement. “That is double what we . . just experienced.” She groaned. “I cannot keep up . . with that training.”

I nodded as my heart finally slowed again. “That's why I'm bringing in other instructors,” I replied. “You can stay off to the side and provide instructions, while they go in and do the grunt work of physical training. That way you don't get tired and I get the best training available.” Bulak nodded as she tried to climb to her feet. I stood and helped her up as we slowly trudged over to the barn.

Bulak let out an exhausted sigh as she wiped her forehead. “I will have no trouble sleeping tonight.” She remarked, half laughing.

I nodded as I pulled open the door. “Fucking ditto.” I sighed. We stepped inside and spotted Amelia, gesturing at her forearm as Brokil read diligently from a book.

Bulak trudged over and collapsed into the office chair, sinking deep into the faux-leather. “I'll never complain about outsider creations again.” She sighed, leaning back in the chair.

I grinned slightly as I walked over to Brokil. “How's Amelia doing?” I asked.

He glanced up at me, then at Amelia.“She is still practicing Numbness.” He supplied. “She is almost prepared to learn a healing spell or two.” I nodded as I turned to her. She was gripping and stretching her fist experimentally. I jumped slightly as Brokil suddenly pressured my chin and turned me to face him. He tilted my head slightly as he examined my bruise and let out a thoughtful hmm. “You still have damage from Bulak.” He remarked. “It must be painful.” Brokil released my chin and began gesturing towards the bruise.

I shook my head as I rubbed the tender mark on my face. “It’s not that bad. It just stings a bit, especially after this afternoon. I’ll be fine.” A familiar tingling sensation suddenly permeated my face, radiating across my skull from its origin. I flexed my jaw slightly as the pain from the bruise slowly dissipated. Brokil finally turned away and reached into his bag as the sensation faded completely. He pulled out a mirror and held it up for me. I stared at my face in amazement. The bruise on my cheek was now absent, flesh pristine and unharmed.

I gently pressed my cheek as I grinned in amazement. “Magic really is something,” I remarked.

Brokil nodded as he put the mirror away.  “As are its users.” He added. “Garahk likely spent a decade developing her skills to the point of such prowess. Even then she was hesitant at her ability to remedy the issue before her.” I nodded as I glanced at Bulak, still collapsed in the chair. Her chest rose and fell as she panted from exhaustion. “Persistence hunting. Endurance really is something. But I still have a long way to go. I need to build a reputation here and among the tribes. I need a plan for the future.”

I frowned as my harsh words towards Brokil suddenly came to the forefront of my mind. “Thank you for your patience with me.” I suddenly said, turning back to him. “I know it couldn't have been easy to still teach me after what I said, after everything He has done.”

Brokil paused for a moment then let out a sigh as he closed a book. “No, it was not.” He admitted. “I was certainly greatly tempted to abandon you all together and let you flounder your way through the rite, but seeing you in that state made me realize something. . . Despite all my preconceptions, even the most prominent mages could face obstacles they never encountered before. I saw it on the Elder Mother's face. She was afraid, to lose you or of the power that brought this affliction upon you, I may never know. Yet, she persisted in helping you, even as you spat insults in her face. She did not allow petty insults to affect her duties ... I shuddered when I saw the state of your mind. Having to live with a broken mind is unimaginable ... Yet, you persisted too, even as the spell tried to rip your mind apart, you reached out and shouted in utter defiance to its will.”

I nodded as the morning's events came to mind. “The headaches were a pain to deal with, that much I know.” I sighed. “Thankfully, Garahk was able to fix me. I need to think of a way to thank her.

Brokil nodded as he let out a sigh and rubbed his neck. “I suppose in all of this, I learned there are and will be many obstacles in life, and the ones that rise to greatness are the ones that are able to persist through them.” I nodded again as I glanced down. “It certainly seems like Brokil has grown from this. Hopefully, that means he’s kind of forgiven me.”

I looked back up and held out my hand. “Does this mean we can start fresh?” I asked hopefully. “I want to put what I said behind me. I still plan to learn magic, that’s just on hold for right now.”

Brokil looked down at my hand for a moment, then nodded as he took it and shook. I grimaced slightly as Brokil's grip caused waves of discomfort rippling up my forearm. He let go as he saw my discomfort. “Are you alright?” He asked, concerned.

I nodded as he let go and clutched my forearm. “My muscles are just sore,” I explained, rolling my wrist. “I'll have to train through the pain in the morning; unless the institution has something to cure soreness,” I said hopefully.

Brokil shook his head guiltily. “There are no spells or potions capable of remedying such an issue.” He answered. “We do not know the cause to find an adequate solution.”

I nodded as I rubbed my forearm, thinking about what I knew about muscles. “Soreness is caused by muscular damage, but it’s on the cellular level. If they have healing potions, it should work for muscles too, but then again it might target more noticeable or immediate damage. Cells might be too small of a scale for them. Unless . . .” I turned to Brokil as I gestured insistently. “What about some kind of regeneration potion?” I asked. “Could that solve the issue?”

Brokil let out a sigh and shook his head again. “Any healing potions limit themselves to physical damage. They do not see such ailments as damage. They would not able to solve your issue.”

I nodded insistently, his answer affirming my hypothesis. “What about a potion that just encourages your natural regeneration?” I asked. “Can you make a potion that just gives an overall boost to regeneration, not a magical regenerative ability. No magic, at least none that actually undoes the damage, just something that boosts what the body is already capable of.”

Brokil let out an intrigued hm as he considered my statement for a moment. “I believe I understand what you are referring to.” He replied. “Instead of using mana to create a healing spell in the form of a potion, you need a potion that merely increases the body's natural ability. It could potentially heal your muscles as well, considering your body recovers naturally on its own.”

I nodded as I gestured to him enthusiastically. “Exactly. Do you think it’s possible to make a potion like that? It definitely won’t be perfect, but it’ll be better than nothing.”

Brokil let out another hmmm as he considered for another minute. He tilted his head as he let out a sigh. “That may work.” He finally admitted. “I will have to consult some tomes, but I may be able to create a potion of such effect by tomorrow.”

I grinned again as I nodded. “That'll work for me,” I replied. “I’ll get to start going hard at training once I have that potion.”

Brokil nodded and began packing up. “I had better get started then.” He remarked, shoving the last book into his bag. “I will see the two of you in the morning.” He called out, moving towards the door.

I grinned as I waved towards him and Amelia voiced a “Goodbye.” I sighed and gazed off as I let my mind wander back to my plan. The scenarios played in my favor as I moved closer to the rite. One final thought drifted through my mind before I turned to Amelia. “I have a big day tomorrow; but after today, I'll be ready to face it.”

            

    
        21. The Soldiers

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



I walked over to Amelia as she looked up. “How'd the training go?” She asked.

I grinned and pointed at Bulak's still collapsed form. “Given that my instructor is close to passing out, I'd say pretty well.”

Bulak let out a grunt as she stirred and pulled herself up slightly. “I'm not sarding done with you.” She shouted playfully. “You and your fexted stamina are going down tomorrow.”

I let out a short laugh as Bulak fell back into the chair. “I don't doubt that.” I sighed.

Amelia nodded as she looked up at me. “What about you? How are you feeling?”

I let out a sigh as I sat in my own chair. “Exhausted.” I sighed. “I bragged earlier, but after all that, I'm pretty worn out. I might just head to bed now and push through the next week. Hopefully, Brugo can find some good trainees.”

Amelia nodded again as she glanced down at her book. “Well, don't push yourself too hard. You don't want to injure yourself in a way that they can't fix.”

I nodded as I stretched my aching muscles. “If Brokil can manage the potion I asked him about, I should be fine. Everything else relies on my communications with these new orcs, and the kind that Brugo finds for the rite.”

Amelia smiled as she looked down at her open book. “The best I can say is, Good Luck.” She said encouragingly.

I nodded as I looked down and flexed my aching fingers. “I'll find that out tomorrow,” I replied thoughtfully.



I woke up incredibly sore the next day. The world around me was still dark as I sat up and moved to stand, muscles groaning with every movement. “I'll need to stretch these out before they arrive.” I heard various joints pop as I tried to relieve the aching I was feeling. I squinted at my watch as I put my glasses on. 6:57 “Guess they're not going to be here for a while.” I turned and climbed down the ladder, muscles still complaining all the while. I walked over to the spellbook and flipped to the entry on Illuminate. “I might as well verify my magical abilities again. Hopefully, the concentration issue is solved.” I was sure that my ability had stabilized, but it wouldn't hurt to make sure. I gestured and cast Illuminate, causing a softly glowing orb to materialize above my palm. I examined the orb as I grinned slightly. There wasn't a flicker, nor did I have to concentrate to maintain it. It felt much more natural, like a quadratic equation compared to chaos theory calculus. I used the techniques described in the book and changed the color of the light, filling the room with a blue hue. I grinned wider as I altered the shape of the light, directing it into a beam interrupting the dark interior of the barn. I switched the light to various other colors as my mind began to wander slightly. “I guess that means that I won't have to worry about splinching, at least when I take the time to learn a teleporting spell.” I paused as I changed the light to a green hue, throwing a green circle onto the opposing wall.

I felt a familiarity with the color. I felt that there was some memory that should be there that just ... wasn't. I turned as I heard footsteps behind me. Amelia walked around the car, rubbing her eyes as she let out a yawn. “Morning.” She sighed softly. “What time is it?”

I glanced at my watch out of instinct before replying. “A little after seven,” I answered, turning back to the green beam.

I discarded my concerns as Amelia walked over and stood beside me. “How are you feeling?” She asked sleepily.

I flexed my free hand as my muscles groaned in protest. “Really sore,” I admitted. “I'm just hoping that Brokil comes through on that potion. It'll mean I can go even more all out. I won't have to sit and wait to recover sore muscles.”

Amelia nodded as she looked at my spell. “How's your magic holding up?” She asked.

I flicked my hand and started flipping through the colors again. “Better than when I first started,” I replied honestly. “Whatever was happening to me definitely affected my magic.”

Amelia nodded as she cast her own Illuminate, handing the orb in the air just above us. “It probably should've been obvious sooner.” She admitted. “I kind of feel guilty for not noticing your suffering sooner.”

I gestured dismissively as I let out a sigh. “You’re not at fault. You did the best you could do.”

Amelia grinned sheepishly as she stood there, rubbing her arm. “You’re just saying that. I should have done more to help you. . . I . . I should have-”

I turned to Amelia as I heard her trail off. Tears were welling up in her eyes, her body trembling slightly as she stood there. My face fell as I saw the tearful expression on her face. “It’s not your fault,” I repeated firmly. “You used your best judgment and that’s all could do. Besides, all that doesn’t matter now, I’m fixed and ready to go.”

Amelia tried to hold back tears as she wiped her face. “You’re wrong.” She sobbed quietly. “I could have done more. I made mistakes, I let you suffer for so long. I-”

I silenced her as I grabbed her shoulder and pulled her into a tight hug. She gasped in surprise as I wrapped my arms around her and squeezed gently. “Don’t blame yourself for what happened,” I said firmly. “You had nothing to do with what was done to me. It’s in the past now anyway and that’s all that matters.”

Amelia shook her head as she trembled slightly. “I should have done more.” She protested. “You’ve already done so much for me, the least I can do is help you. I owe you that much at least.”

I let out a short laugh as I cradled her head against my shoulder. “That doesn’t matter either. I helped you cause I wanted to help you. You don’t owe me anything. I’m just happy knowing you’re okay.”

Amelia’s orb of light suddenly flickered out as she let out a shuddering sigh. “I haven’t heard anything like that in a long while.” She gasped.

I chuckled as I let out a relaxing sigh of my own and pulled Amelia closer. “I’ll be sure to tell you things like that more often. I doubt the orcs would want to emotionally support you like this. I’m probably the only one around here that’ll want to comfort you at all.”

Amelia smirked as she buried her head into my shoulder. “Thanks.” Her voice came out muffled as she kept her head pressed against me. “That’s really nice to hear.”

I nodded as I gently stroked Amelia’s head. She still trembled as I held her comfortingly, but she was slowly calming down. “We’ll get through this,” I assured her. “We just have to be patient and work with what we have.”

Amelia nodded as she stood there and let out a slow sigh. I held her for one more moment before releasing her and taking a step back. She let out another sigh as she wiped her face. I placed a hand on her shoulder as I gazed at her comfortingly. “Feeling better?” I asked softly.

Amelia nodded as she grinned and looked up at me. “Very much so. Thank you.” She chuckled. “I didn’t realize how badly I needed that.”

I grinned as I let out a chuckle of my own. “No problem. We’re in this together after all. I know you’d do the same for me.”

Amelia nodded as she sheepishly rubbed her arm and glanced around. “In any case, I’m glad you have your magic under control now.”

I nodded as I let my own spell dissipate. The sun was rising high enough to not need the extra light anymore. I looked down and began turning the pages again as I let out a satisfied sigh. “Fortunately we killed two birds with one stone in that issue. Now I can practice the spells that were giving me trouble. I’ll get up to pace once the rite is done and over with.”

Amelia nodded as I turned the page to Levitate. She shifted slightly as she seemed to consider her next question.“What about . . Shel . .” Her question caught me off guard. I felt a new surge of emotion as I took a slow breath. “I know I'm starting to sound like a broken record, but how are you feeling about her?”

I looked down at my hand as tears started to grace my eyelids. “I'm . . sad . . that she's gone.” I admitted slowly. “There was so much going for her, and they just snuffed it out. There nothing I can do at this point, but ... I don't want that to happen again; I don't want that kingdom to have that chance again.” I turned to her as a tear ran down the left side of my face, body trembling slightly. “They're going to pay for their actions.”

Amelia nodded solemnly as she wiped away one more tear of her own. “I hope you're right.” She sighed, glancing off slightly. “I can't imagine how many times that kingdom has done this; not just to the orcs, but its own people. Just a month in Amlar’s captivity was near unbearable.” I looked down and clenched my fist at that. “Of course, Shel wouldn't be the only one. How long did that elf say Adympia existed? A thousand years? How many lives have they snuffed out? How many have they made a living hell?” I took a breath as I forced myself to calm. “The number doesn't matter, one is still too many. Just focus on the rite and you can handle Adympia later.”

I turned back to the book as my body continued to tremble despite my aching muscles. “I'll find a way,” I said assuredly. “It's just a matter of time.”

Amelia nodded as she stepped closer, wrapping her arm around my own trembling one. “I know you will.” She whispered softly. “And I'll try to help you any way I can. Don't forget, I got a score to settle with that bastard as well.”

I let out a small laugh as I looked at the book. “We'll handle him,” I affirmed. “For now, we should arm ourselves with as much knowledge as possible. Who knows what'll spring out at us when we read these.”

Amelia nodded as she looked down at the book. “I guess we should st-” A knock suddenly radiated through the barn, causing both of us to turn to the door. I glanced down at my watch. 7:10

I furrowed my brow as I turned on the spot. “They shouldn't be here for a while,” I muttered, moving to open the door. I pulled the heavy handle and came face to face with a beaming Brokil. “What are you doing here so early?” I asked, returning the smile.

Brokil walked in quickly, carrying an additional box along with his usual satchel. It rattled along as he walked. “I have created the potion you requested!” He exclaimed enthusiastically. “I have even created several bottles worth of it. This should last you a couple of days.” He set down his things with another rattle and began pulling out small glass vials from the box. They were filled with dark greenish fluid, swirling as he set them on the table beside the box.

My eyes grew wide as I saw the strange potion. “Woah.” I gasped. “That's was fast work.”

Brokil grinned and nodded as he reached into his bag. He pulled out a book and began flipping through the pages. “There was an old concoction that used to act as our healing potion. There were unforeseen effects, but it did well to speed up the process of healing. I was able to modify it to interact with the natural processes more, acting as you described rather than targeting injuries.”

I nodded as I picked up one of the bottles, causing the fluid to visibly swirl within. It was like watching a gree hurricane within the glass. Amelia walked over and looked at the glass vials “What were the other effects?” I inquired, handing the vial to Amelia.

Brokil suddenly stopped on one of the pages and began reading from it.“An increased rate of fatigue and an increased appetite for meat. Soldiers are heavily impaired in their duties as a result. A single potion will heal a soldier, but they will be unable to properly fight for two days following.” He picked up his own bottle as he examined the contents. “Given your stamina, you should be able to manage these effects much easier. Each bottle should last a full day.” He put it down and began reading again. “It was discarded in part because of the rarity of one of the ingredients, but the creation of our current potion is what truly allowed us to forgo this concoction.”

I nodded as I pulled out the cork separating the fluid from the air. I took a sniff as Brokil snapped the book closed and placed it with his bag. It smelled earthy and plant-like.“I'm guessing that ingredient isn't so rare anymore?” I asked curiously.

Brokil grinned softly as he gestured at the box. “It now comes as a standard ingredient in basic alchemical sets.” He chuckled. “The only notion that prevented me from making more is time.”

I nodded as I absentmindedly swirled the flask, preparing for what I was about to do. “So, I drink this, and it helps the soreness go away?” I asked.

Brokil nodded as he began rubbing his chin. “Indeed. Though there is one more detail tha-”

I didn't wait for him to finish his thought. Instead, I raised the vial to my lips and took a big swig. The taste that assaulted my senses was beyond disgusting. It was like I was drinking liquid black licorice that had been left to rot in the sun for a week. My jaw clenched shut as I pulled the half-empty flask away, tears returning and face contorted in disgust as the fluid remained in my mouth. “Don't spit. Don't spit. This is to take care of the soreness. Just swallow and it'll all be over.” I clench my eyes shut as I forced myself to swallow the horrendous concoction. I let out a few coughs as the potion finally passed through my mouth. I leaned over slightly as I felt the fluid travel down my throat. Even down there it felt disgusting. Brokil nodded as he watched my pained expression. “I probably should have mentioned this first,” He admitted. “The elixir is revolting for all but a select few individuals.”

I let out a few coughs as I looked at the remaining fluid. “Ugh, damn. That sucks.” I coughed. I felt a shudder run down my back as I recalled the disgusting task of the potion. “I'm going to have to drink this every day, aren't I?” I asked, looking up at Brokil.

Brokil nodded as he gestured at the flask. “What you drank will last you only half a day. It would be best if you finished it now so that you will not have to taste it later.” I nodded as I looked at the dark green draught with disgust. “You'll have to get used to it eventually. You might as well start now.” I clenched my eyes shut and threw the last of the liquid down the back of my throat, swallowing as fast as possible to avoid the taste.

I let out a small cough as I lowered the now empty bottle, the taste still assaulting my senses. “That was horrendous.” I gasped. Brokil nodded as he held out his hand for the flask. I handed it to him as I flexed my finger. “So how long before I start to feel something?” I asked curiously.

Brokil shrugged as he put the empty bottle back into the box. “The potion takes effect within a few moments. The difference may not be noticeable at first, but in a few hours, you should feel better, and much hungrier.”

I nodded and stretched as my muscles continued to groan in protest. “So, that's why you're here so early?” I inquired.

Brokil nodded again. “It would not have helped you to wait for the potion and then wait for the effects to take hold. That is why it was imperative that I bestow these to you post haste.” I nodded as I flexed my fingers again. I could feel a certain lightness begin spreading from my stomach. I couldn't tell if it was some sort of placebo sensation or if it was what the potion felt like.

I turned to Brokil as another question popped into mind. “You mentioned increased fatigue?”

Brokil nodded as he gestured and explained. “Instead of relying on ambient mana to repair the damage, this potion uses the drinker's own stamina. It is not as effective but given the other effects it should benefit you greatly.”

I nodded again as I moved over to the door. “If that's the case I might as well start warming up.” I waved towards them as I pulled open the wooden door. “I'll leave you two to practice in here.” They waved back as I stepped outside. I walked over and picked up the sword and shield. “Alright muscles, I know you're hurting, but I need to get ready for the rite. The potion I drank should alleviate the pain, but you'll need to withstand a bit till then.” I turned and began swinging the sword in deliberate strikes as the sun began to rise in the sky.



I practiced for a few hours. The pain in my muscles slowly disappeared as I continued to swing the sword. I couldn't tell if it was from the adrenaline or the potion, probably a bit of both, but by the time Bulak came climbing over the ridge I was feeling much better. I turned to her as I heard her uneven footsteps. “Good morning,” I shouted enthusiastically. She was carrying the usual morning meal as she limped over to the table. I grinned slightly as I watched her wince. “Feeling sore?” I teased.

She nodded as she grinned. “I have not felt like this since my training with Agrob.” She sighed. “It feels strangely wonderous to experience such pain again.”

I nodded as I walked over, my sword resting on my shoulder. “I know what you mean; I felt terrible this morning, now it’s not so bad. Luckily Brokil came through on that potion and solved that foreseeable issue.”

Bulak let out a short laugh as she turned to me. “You actually got Brokil to make a potion to remedy the issue?” She asked, amazed.

I nodded as I set the sword on the table. “It didn't come without a cost, I'll tell you that much.” I clarified. “Apparently whatever he based the potion off drains the stamina of the drinker. Right now, I’m operating at about half capacity, what with the soreness and the potion, but I should get it up to about three quarters once I get rolling.” My stomach let out a growl as I smelled the cooked meat wafting up from the plate. “There’s also the food supply this potion demands. I'm starving. Let me eat some of that before we start training.” Bulak glanced down at the plate and slid it over to me. I smiled wide as I started tearing the fresh rack of ribs apart. The tender meat was a welcome sensation in contrast to the aftertaste of the potion. I quickly scarfed down my breakfast and let out a satisfied belch.

Bulak gave me a curious look as I tapped my fist to my chest a few times. “That was fast,” She remarked.

I nodded as another burb escape my lips. “I'm probably going to need a lot more food thanks to that potion,” I replied. “Not to mention having to feed the trainers and trainees when they arrive.”

Bulak nodded as she picked up her own weapons. “I have already notified the kitchen of your plan. They will be bringing some extra platters of food when it is time.”

I nodded as I watched Bulak equip a shield and pick up a battle axe. “Are you sure you want to train like this? I can just practice on my own.”

Bulak shook her head at the question as she hefted the axe onto her shoulder. “If you desire to complete the rite, I cannot allow myself to give you rest because of my own shortcomings. We will train until the others arrive, then they will take over as I watch your movements.” I nodded as Bulak moved a few paces from the barn and then turned back to me. “Shall we begin?” I grinned and nodded as I took a few steps forward. Bulak suddenly brought the battle axe up and I raised my shield up to block the blow. I smiled wide as the adrenaline began pumping and we began sparring.



There was a notable difference in my stamina as Bulak and I sparred. I was tiring faster and required a longer break between each bout of fighting. Thankfully, my muscles were no longer protesting the strain I was putting them through. I was still energized from yesterday. Not focused like before, but I was still able to concentrate much better than before. We continued to spar for a few hours until a new sound finally interrupted the clash of our weapons. The low rumble of footsteps echoed up the hill and drew our attention. We both turned to the noise as a sinking feeling appeared in my stomach. I felt another surge of adrenaline as the implications of the noise came surging into my mind. “Damn. They’re here. I wonder what they’re expecting. They’ll have preconceptions about my behavior, but it definitely won’t be how I actually behave. It might be good practice to disrupt some of their prejudice. It’s showtime.” I turned and walked a few paces towards the crowd of about twenty orcs climbing the hill. I could see then grinning and sneering up at the barn. A murmur of conversation slowly joined the footsteps as they drew closer. I took a breath as I felt one of my legs begin to shake nervously. I slammed the but of my blade into my hip to silence the involuntary jittering and focus on the orcs in front of me. They finally got close enough to see me standing there and one of them cried out. “Hey, Outsider. We heard you wanted some pain.”

Another voice joined his. “We will give if you wish to receive.” They shouted some more as they drew closer, taunting me and trying to goad a reaction out of me. I kept my expression stony as they made their way up the hill, waiting for them to get close enough. The crowd finally stopped a few paces away, dying down to silence as they looked at me expectantly.

One of them stepped forward and gestured tauntingly. “What do you say, Outsider?” He shouted. “Are you interested?”

I took a breath as I stared at the crowd. “A little more than I anticipated, but this is good, it means I'm not liable to run out of people to train me anytime soon.” I put on a grin of my own as I tried to look confident. “I am interested,” I replied smoothly, causing them to falter. This was definitely a different behavior from what they were expecting.  “But let me lay some ground rules first.” The crowd shifted slightly as they heard me speak, probably uneased by my confidence.

Another orc stepped forward and gestured angrily. “Let us hear them then.” He growled. “We do not appreciate the wasted time.”

I continued to grin as I turned the sword in my hand and sank it into the dirt. I held up my hand as I started listing rules. “Number one, this isn't going to be an all on one type of thing. You're here to train me, not kill me. I'll take three of you on at once; you'll switch out as you grow tired. That way you can rest while I fight. Number two, I'm not the only one you'll be training. I have a friend bringing in some others eligible for a rite and you'll take time to train them as well. And number three, you're here to train me. If I make a mistake, or you get past my guard, you need to tell me what I did wrong. You can't just beat me without explaining how you did it. Those that break these rules are liable to be removed from training. Bulak over there can make sure of that.” They glanced over my shoulder as I jabbed my thumb in her direction. “Other than that, everything else is fair game. Hit as hard as you want, as fast as you want, using whatever techniques you know, just tell me how I should avoid such techniques. Does that sound reasonable?” They stood in silence as they glanced at each other.

One of them finally took a few steps towards me, glaring at me challengingly. “If you think a few rules are going to protect you from the worst beating imaginable, you are sorely mistaken. I gladly agree to honor your restrictions.”

I smiled to myself as I pulled the sword from the dirt. “Excellent, if there are no other objections.” I paused for one of the orcs to speak up. None of them did. I pointed at the orc that stepped forward, then two others within the crowd. “Then we'll start with you, you and you.” I gestured behind me. “Go up to the table and grab your weapons. The rest of you, wait by the barn. You'll switch in as these three grow tired.” I turned and took a few steps back up the hill.

Bulak approached me, seeming to stand straighter than normal. “Are you sure you want to do this?” She whispered concernedly. “This is more than I anticipated. There is not much that I can do for today if they decide to break your rules.”

I waved her off as I whispered and walked towards the now armed orcs. “I'll be fine. I should be able to handle three orcs.” I heard Bulak sigh as she walked back over to the door. I got into my usual fighting stance, shield forward with my sword drawn back beside me, as the three orcs fanned out, adopting combat stances of their own. I was facing a blunt sword and shield, a blunted lance, and blunt dual scimitars. I kept my attention on the three of them as I waited for them to make the first move. There was a brief standoff as each waited for the others to act. The orc on my left acted first, dashing forward and swinging his curved swords at my head. I raised my shield to block the blow. I felt a ripple across my body as the blades hit. He was stronger than Bulak, not holding back as he swung was all his might. I noticed a movement to my right and I glanced to see the blunted lance charging at me. I used my sword to deflect the jabs as the curved swords tried to get around my shield. I suddenly turned forward as I noticed the orc carrying the sword and shield charging at me. I moved my sword to deflect his strike. I suddenly felt a sharp pain in my side as the blunted spear impacted my side. In the haze of pain, the curved swords managed to pull my shield away, giving the orc holding the sword and shield the opportunity to punch me in the face. I fell back hard as I heard laughter erupt around me. I coughed as waves of pain radiated through me.

“How this for advice?” I heard the orc bellow tauntingly. “You were too slow.” I looked up at him. His sneering grin stared down at me as the pain slowly subsided. I recognized him as the orc that had stepped forward earlier. My stomach churned as the waves of pain rippled through me one last time. “If you were serious about fighting you would have been able to dodge that blow. Your behavior makes that notion apparent. Your choice of apparel has made your expectations obvious. I struck your face because you did not expect to be struck there.” I brought my fingers to my face in confusion and felt the frame of my glasses. I let out a growl as the churning slowly subsided and I realized what he was saying. “He's right, Dumbass, Dumbass, Dumbass.” I shook my head as I cleared my thoughts. “I should be preparing using scenarios I’d actually have in a fight. I would never take my glasses into a battle. I need to do better. Even in training, I should act like it was an actual battle.” I let out one final cough and slowly rose to my feet, pulling my glasses off as I did. “I won't need these.”

I turned to Bulak as my vision grew fuzzy and held out my glasses. “He's right, hold onto these for me.” The orcs looked at me in confusion as Bulak walked over. “They probably expected me to complain or something. I don't have time for that. I just have to focus on training.” She took the glasses and moved back. I turned to the three orcs and tilted my head, causing several small pops to emanate from my neck. “Alright, let's get serious.”

The orc that had punched me was now scowling at me. I continued to stare at him until he let out a scoff. “It seems you still have not learned your place.” He snarled. “I would happy to fix that for you.” He then turned and walked a few paces away. The other orcs did the same as I continued to stand there. They suddenly stopped and turned, returning to their original fighting stance. I glared calmly at the three of them, then returned to my own stance. “No guts, no glory.” We stood there for a minute, then resumed sparring.



If there was hell on earth, or wherever I was now, I'd found it. clang clang clack The orcs were relentless, pummeling my defense until one of them finally got past my guard and struck a hard blow. clack-clack clang They switched out frequently, ensuring I was always fighting against invigorated opponents. clack swish My muscles tingled as I fought, tiring briefly, but not tearing as they usually did during my training. boom clack The clash of weapons barely stopped as the sun slowly traveled across the sky, burning down on my training. swish clack I felt my stamina drain as the potion did its best to keep me going. Sweat dripped down my head as we battled in the afternoon sun and well into the evening. boom crack Bulak tried to advise me as best she could, but techniques were becoming less and less useful as the waves of energized orcs bore down on me. swish tonk By the time it had sunk low enough for us to call it a day, I was beaten, bruised, and sweating profusely. Smash I collapsed into the dirt from the latest bout of blows and panted as the orcs continued to scowl at me. I tasted iron as I spat into the dirt and crawled to my hands and knees. One of the orcs from the current trio stepped forward and glared down at my shaking form. “Have you had enough yet?” He barked.

I looked up at him, grinning slightly through bloodied teeth. “For now,” I admitted, slowly standing up. The tingling quickly spread through my beaten body and halted my shaking muscles. I rolled my bruised shoulder as I let out a sigh. “I think that's enough training for today.” I turned to address the crowd of orcs. “Go home, we'll resume this in the morning.” The orcs muttered to themselves and began walking down the hill as I turned and limped towards Bulak. My body was still exhausted after all that fighting. My vision of her was partially obscured by a bit of swelling, but the tingling was making quick work of the discomfort.

She remained stone-faced as she closed the distance and began helping me towards the barn, my arm draped over her shoulder. “I told you this would not end well.” She hissed softly. “I thought they would at least treat you like any other apprentice, but from the way they fight, it is as if they are treating you like a fully trained warrior.”

I nodded as I turned and spat some blood into the dirt. “They definitely didn't go easy on me,” I admitted. “I might need Brokil to patch me up a bit. The potion is good, but it’s only handling the pain. I still feel the bruises underneath.” Bulak nodded as she pulled open the door.

I heard a soft gasp echo through the barn as the Brokil shaped blur stood up. “What happened?” He asked in shock.

I heard a sigh next to me as I limp forward. “Training,” Bulak answered honestly, practically carrying me into the barn. What little adrenaline I had left was quickly fading from my system, making the bruises that much more noticeable. “It would seem they held no illusion of Dexter's non-mastery. They barely allowed me to interject the sparring when he blundered in combat.” Bulak finally lowered me into the office chair and I collapsed into the faux leather. “Are you able to fix him.”

I saw Brokil walk over and shake his head. “I am not certain I have enough mana to fix all this.” He cried. “Just how incompetent was he in combat?”

I let out an annoyed growl at the statement. “I wasn’t that incapable,” I grumbled. “I just spent a long-ass time fighting.”

Brokil shook his head as he muttered sourly. “It is still incredulous that you allowed yourself to sustain such torment. I may still be unable to repair your affliction.”

I let out a growl as I stretched my arm. “Then, fucking, take some of mine.” I slurred, holding out my hand. “I'm already tired. Taking my stamina won't affect me.”

Brokil shook his head. “You are delirious. I cannot take stamina you do not have. I would be like trying to drain a dry well.”

I heard Amelia's footsteps grow closer.“What about me? Can you use mine?” I turned to see Amelia holding out her own arm to Brokil. “I’m energized. Can you use mine?”

I lowered my arm as I let out a sigh. “You don't need to do that.” I protested. “You don’t need to do anything because of my mistakes.” I turned to Brokil as a wave of pain washed over me. “Just fix what you can, anything major or notable. I'll soldier through the rest of it. The potion is supposed to help me heal anyway.”

Brokil let out a sigh as he rubbed his head. “Very well but know that I won't be able to heal you every time you return like this.” I nodded as he leaned down and began working on my wounds. I tilted my head back as the now-familiar sensation radiated through my body. The pain slowly subsided as he gradually dealt with each injury. The gentle tingling was replaced by a slow warmth and then the relief of nothingness. I let out a sigh as I let Brokil work. After a few minutes, I finally sat there, mostly healed, with only the faintest trace of pain left. I slowly sat forward and opened my eyes. Bulak took this opportunity to hand my glasses back to me. “Besides these injuries, how did the potion fair?” I looked down and flexed my fingers. Despite the hours of training, my muscles weren't sore, beyond the tender beating they'd received. I thought back as I tried to compare today and yesterday's sparring. The orcs were overall reluctant to tell me anything meaningful in training. They did, however, let slip a few worthwhile tips to better my fighting and the sparring was helpful for devoting the movements to muscle memory. “Double training time, a quarter of the advice, instinctual movements are more valuable than the verbal corrections. . .”

I looked up at Brokil as I finally grinned. “It faired fantastically,” I replied happily. “Your potion is definitely going to help me greatly. The only thing left to handle is the other orcs I'm going to enter the arena with.”

I heard Bulak let out a small laugh. “You do not slow down, do you?” She asked, chuckling.

I grinned and shook my head. “I can't afford to, not when the rite is in a week.”

Bulak nodded as she rubbed her head. “I would be lying if I said I did not have doubts about the rite.” She admitted. “You have been training for only two weeks, not to mention your ... issue... that delayed your progress. Orcs that have had years of training have been known to fail. The gauntlet is an entirely other matter. You might not have the skill to complete it. There are other details that may make it impossible for you to finish the rite.”

I grinned and let out a small chuckle. “It's been said, that nothing is impossible if you put your mind to it. And right now, my mind is mostly focused on the rite.”

Bulak nodded reluctantly. “Given the reputation of outsiders, that is the one thing I believe about you.” She admitted. “The rest I am still uncertain about. There is still so much that could cause you to fail.” I let out a small laugh as I looked down, hiding my own nervousness. “That’s definitely true. The number of uncertainties is astronomical. It'll probably take all my hard work and a lot of luck to make it through this.”

Amelia interrupted my internal monologue. “You can't worry about things you can't change.” She soothed, leaning down slightly. “You did all you could today. I think it's best you turn your attention to the other things on your mind.”

I nodded as I flexed my fingers one more time. “You're probably right,” I admitted. “I can't focus all my time on training. Even with this potion, I should allow a period of rest.”

She nodded as she stood and gestured at a nearby table. “So, what now? More magic?”

I looked down as my stomach let out a growl. “Actually, the only other thing on my mind right now is food. When does dinner get here?”

            

    
        22. The Recruits

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



I was back on a battlefield, sword drawn, facing a charging elf army. I turned to my own battalion of orcish soldiers. “CHAAAARGE.” I roared. They bellowed in rage and began to run forward. I joined their thundering feet as I winded my battle axe back. The elf army quickly approached; first thirty yards, then twenty, then ten. I felt a ripple as the armies finally clashed and blood started to fly. I grinned wide as I closed the gap to the front and vaulted over the elves' front line. I quickly picked off elf after elf as my vision started to be stained with red. They were no match for my strength. I cackled maniacally as my great sword tore through their armor like it was paper. The orcs around me slowly grew in number as I continued to push their front line. The elves eventually started to retreat, causing a bellowing charge to erupt from my battalion. I followed them as I continued to cackled. I suddenly stopped as the crowd parted and made a clearing and I came face to face with a jet-black figure. “Intriguing.” I heard it echo. “This has been an interesting development. I am almost tempted to let Almar have you.”

I grinned wide as I gestured around at the charging orcs. “It's Over You Pitiful King. Your Army Is Finished, Adympia Is Dying And I'll Finally Have My Revenge When I Spill Your Guts.”

Though the figure had no discernible features, I could swear it was smiling. “Yes, you will make a fine addition.” A dark sword slowly materialized in his hand as the orcs continued to charge.

I grinned as I readied my own sword and shield. “Not Going Down Without A Fight, Eh?”

The smile from the figure seemed to turn into a sneer as she stared at me. “It is a shame you no longer have memories of this plane. That might almost make this a challenge.” I let out my own sneer as I charged, sword drawn back, shield pointed forward. The figure waited for me as I alone closed the gap. I swung hard as I came face to blackness with him. The sword passed clean through the figure, not affecting it in the slightest. I swung again and again, each strike passing through. I retreated a short way as I suddenly felt uneasy. Something was wrong, this wasn’t right. The figured suddenly chuckled before speaking. “You should feel lucky. I have never gotten to use this spell before, but then again, I have never had an opportunity like this. It would be a shame to waste it.” It then raised its arm up, bringing the sword back to strike. “I promise this will end quickly.” I raised the shield as the black blade came soaring at me. I closed my eyes and braced for impact . . . but it never came. Instead, a thunderous bang rang out across the field. I stood there as I slowly realized I hadn't felt the blow. I looked over the shield and saw a new figure, this one decked out in orcish blood-red armor, blocking the blade with the handle of a large war-hammer. He suddenly pushed forward and threw the blade off, causing the figure to stagger back. I could've sworn the black figure now held a scowl. “What is this now? Another meddler?”

The red figure didn't reply, merely adopted a fighting stance, crouched low as I held its index and middle finger up and his hammer drawn back. The black figure let out a scoff as he saw the display. “No matter. You will be crushed regardless.” He suddenly thrust the sword forward, intent on hitting me. For a split second, I raised my shield again but stopped when another figure dashed out from the crowd of moving orcs. He stepped between me and the blade as he raised a shield of his own. Another bang rang out as the black mass struck the shield. I stared wide-eyed at the blue-clad figure before me, a mirror image of the red that stood next to him. A matching lance accompanied his shield, its tip giving off a deadly cold aura.

I bellowed in triumph. “Hell Yeah, Mother Fucker.” The blue figure threw the blade off and stepped beside the red figure, forgoing a stance for the moment. They still hadn't spoken a word, merely stared at the black figure before us.

The figure let out a low growl as he saw the warriors defending me. “Ah, so that's how it is. No matter. I will just crush the two of you and move on to him.”

I stepped beside the warriors and adopted a fighting stance again, shield up with my sword drawn back. “Come On, We Can Take Him.” I encouraged the figures. They didn't react to my order, merely continued to stare at the figure. The red figure holding as still as a statue while the blue figure tilted his head slightly.

The dark figure adopted a stance of his own, dark blade smoking menacingly. “You cannot resist forever. I will have your body offered to Almar. I will have those cannons.”

I chuckled as I tightened my grip on my sword. “I’d Like To See You Try!” I shouted back. “It’s Three On One And I’m Eager To See The Kind Of Damage We Can Do.”

The blue figure suddenly turned to the red and briefly tilted his head towards me. The red one responded by turning and hooking the tip of his hammer under my armor. I stared at him, confused. “Head to the castle.” He rumbled simply.

He then proceeded to push up and launch me over the field, sailing over the dark-clad figure as he bellowed an echoing “NOOOOO” over the battlefield. The wind whistled in my ears as I soared through the air, the field behind me quickly fading from my mind. I grinned wide as I spotted the castle in the distance. “Let's Fucking Do This.”



For once, I woke up refreshed and energized. I sat up in my hammock and flexed my fingers. The muscles moved smoothly beneath the skin. “The potion must've been working through the night. I can't feel any soreness.” I turned and dropped from the hammock, grabbing my watch from the nearby table. 7:15 I grinned as I put on my glasses and made my way towards the ladder. The wood creaked as I climbed down. “I can take another potion and squeeze in a few hours before they arrive.” I walked over to the table of potions but hesitated, the taste of yesterday still fresh in my mind. I shook my head as I forced myself to pick up another bottle. “The things that are worth it are rarely easy, and the things that are easy are rarely worth it.” I clenched my eyes shut and quickly drank the vile concoction. What little I tasted brought disgusting visions to mind. I let out a cough as I finished the draught and put the now-empty vial back with its brothers. I shuddered one last time before moving towards the door. I stopped as I spotted a silver cloche one of the tables situated beside a roll of parchment. The boards beneath me groaned slightly as I walked over. I gently unrolled the parchment as my stomach let out a low growl. The letters on the page carried a certain elegance and experience as I read.

Dexter,

I was unsure if you would be hungry when you awoke. So, I took the liberty of having some food brought down. Do not eat this too quickly.

-Bulak

The parchment let out a small crinkle as I grinned to myself. “That’s sweet. I’m glad she thought of me.” I set the note down and lifted the cover off the platter. A rich aroma wafted up from the plate as my mouth began to water. The usual ribs were replaced by two massive cooked bird legs. My stomach let out another growl as I gazed hungrily at the food. I reached down and picked up one of the legs. “I have no idea what kind of animals are in this place, but they must be massive.” The legs were only slightly smaller than my own forearm, packed to the brim with muscle fibers and tendons. I licked my lips before taking a savory bite as my stomach again reminded me of my hunger. The leg exploded with flavor as I carefully chewed the meat. “I'm definitely going to have to thank Bulak for this.”

I quickly finished my unexpected breakfast, leaving the other leg and a few rolls for Amelia. I then rushed outside as I turned my attention back to the rite. “I’ll need to find out how best to manage the recruits. I’m certain they’ll have styles they favor. I’ll need to come up with a way to help them interact in the right way.” The sword and shield felt a little lighter as I picked them up. “I’m glad the potion didn’t affect my ability to grow stronger. Though it’s probably slower than without the potion.” I took a few steps back from the table and began practicing, swinging my sword about in mock strikes as I forced myself to focus. “I still have a ways to go, but I still have time to get stronger. I just need to find a balance between physical practice and team building. Once I find a good combination, we’ll be able to handle anything they throw at us.” I grinned to myself as the blade soared through the air, breaking the silence of the morning.

I spent just over an hour training before Bulak began walking over the hill. I paused and turned to her as I heard her footsteps. She grinned as she saw me practicing. “Did you see the note I left you?” I grinned back and tapped my chest before letting out a deep belch. “I will take that as a yes then.”

I nodded as another small burp left my lips.“How are you feeling? Is the soreness gone?” I asked. “You don’t have the advantage of a potion.

Bulak nodded as she moved towards the table. “It is not as bad as yesterday.” She admitted. “There is some soreness, but it is still an improvement.” I nodded as Bulak picked up the shield and battle-axe. She glanced at me as she walked a short way from the barn. “In any case, there is still much to do before you rite. So, shall we get started?”

I grinned and nodded as I adopted a fighting stance, shield pointed forward with my sword drawn back. “Let's fucking do it,” I replied confidently. Bulak grinned as she took up her own stance and we began sparring. clang bang boom The clash of metal replaced the silence of the late morning.

We spent an hour sparring before the sound of a crowd started cresting the hill. We turned as the footstep grew louder and louder. “Showtime.” I took off my glasses, handed them to Bulak, and moved a few steps towards them. I stared at them nervously as they murmured to themselves. “Ready to get started?” I called down at them. A few of them nodded as they stopped in front of me, sneering at me as they chuckled to themselves. The rest just glared angrily at me. I let out a sigh and nodded as I gestured back down the hill. “Excellent, I'm having my friend bring the others up here around midday. Until then, we'll start with you, you, and you.” They nodded as they split into the respective groups, most of them heading towards the barn to wait while the three I chose went to get their chosen weapons. I turned and sighed thoughtfully as I waited for the three orcs to grab their weapons. “Seven days to go, a week to hammer out a plan, and a potion that basically means I don't need to rest when I go overcapacity. If my plan works out, everyone will leave the arena a declared warrior. I just have to hope that the trainees are somewhat good. . . I can totally do this.” I rolled my neck and grinned to myself as the orcs began walking over and we began the day's practice.



I spent another three hours sparring with the orcs. boom bang clang They hadn't let up from yesterday's training. crack boom bang If anything, they were trying their damndest to hurt me as often and as brutally as possible. bash crack thoom I felt a small trail of blood drip down the side of my head as the sparring dragged on, spurred on by the ever invigorated orcs. Boom bang crash The alternating weapons made it hard to keep up; axes, shields, spears, swords, hammers, halberds, scimitars, flails, daggers, maces, all of them required a different approach for my choice in weapons and very rarely did they line up to what I was fighting at the time. clang crack bang “A real battlefield scenario. Scenarios are never optimal.” I reminded myself. “I need to get used to suboptimal scenarios.” crack swish boom My shield weighed heavy on my arm with each blow and my sword resonated to my bones with each strike. crack bang thoom The orcs were really putting the potion to work, barely giving my body time to numb the pain before striking me again. bang boom Smash I crumbled to the ground again as they landed another hit to my face. “Fuck,” I growled softly, nursing the latest in a line of bruises.

I looked up as I suddenly heard another group approaching over the hill. I slowly crawled to my feet as I looked down the hill at the new group of orcs in the distance. They were definitively younger than most other orcs I saw, fewer scars and hair across their bodies. The few of them that had facial hair grew it in thin wispy strands, inexperienced in grooming the sparse hairs. They were also a little less defined than the orcs currently surrounding me, yet to rid themselves of the look of inexperience present in youth. They seemed slightly apprehensive as they saw the huge group of orcs standing near the barn door, but they kept moving forward. I noticed Brugo leading them up to the barn and made my way over. I gave him a smile and gestured at the half-dozen trainees he’d brought. “Hey, these the recruits?”

Brugo nodded as he gestured at the six orcs. “They are willing to enter the arena with you, reluctantly as it is.” I nodded as I looked at each of them. They looked barely older than me, unless the extended life also meant an extended maturation period. In any case, I could start planning strategies for the right.

I pointed up at the barn, towards Bulak who was leaning of the doorframe. “Go ahead and talk to Bulak. She'll assign two trainers to each of you. We'll get to know each other at the end of the day.” They glanced at each other for a moment before walking past me and Brugo, heading towards the barn and the orcs. I watched as they slowly shuffled towards the group of orcs. I turned to Brugo as I flexed my fingers. “Thanks, Brugo. They'll definitely help me in the arena.”

Brugo nodded as he watched Bulak sort the trainers. He seemed to teeter on speaking for a second. “If you do not mind, I would like to observe the training you are going through.”

I tilted my head slightly as I stared at him. “You don't have to tend to the bar?” I asked quizzically.

Brugo shook his head as he gestured behind him. “I have someone managing the tavern during this errand. I trust her to properly tend it while I am away. I can be gone for the rest of the day if need be.”

I let out an understanding grunt as I gestured towards the door. “Be my guest then. I don't see a problem with you being here. Pull out a chair if you want. I’m sure Amelia and Brokil won’t mind.” Brugo nodded as he made his way towards the door and I turned back to the orcs I was sparring. I stretched my neck as I walked back over. “Sorry about that. Let's get back to it.”



The second half of the day was marginally better. bang thoom choom I had a smaller supply of orcs to pull from, but that still didn't stop them from trying their hardest to hurt me. clang bang boom Near the end I think I was cutting into their stamina limits, but it was hard to see past the moderate bruising on my face. boom swish Smash I collapsed on my hands and knees as one of the orcs finally got a good shot in on my stomach. I coughed for a minute as I forced my now churning stomach to calm down. “Had enough yet?” The orcs gasped, fatigue clear in his voice.

I spat into the dirt as I held my stomach. “For the moment.” I coughed. I crawled to my feet as my stomach finally settled and I wasn’t at risk of losing my lunch. I stared down at the orc as I felt a drop of blood falling from my fingertip. “I keep forgetting how tall I am in comparison to them. Only a few of them here are as tall as me.” I gestured insistently as I let out a low sigh. “Are you going to tell me what I should've done?” I asked challengingly.

The orc gritted his teeth as I confronted his smug demeanor. He stood there for a moment before finally growling a response. “Your shield was too slow. A blow like that should have been easy to block with a shield.” I nodded as I turned to the other orcs. The trainees were sparring with a pair of their own, one running through exercises while the other coached them on the side. Each of the trainees had selected their own weapon to use; daggers, spear, a flail, shields, and a sword. I turned as I noticed one of them had chosen a bow, using a shield that Bulak had brought within the sack of weapons as a target.

I let out a sigh before raising my voice to let all of the orcs hear. “That's all for today,” I called out to the orcs. They all stopped and turned to me. “The trainers can head home for today. The apprentices will stay and meet inside the barn so that we can talk strategy for the arena.” The trainers glared at me briefly then begrudgingly began heading down the hill. The trainees glanced at each other then began walking into the barn.

I turned and slowly shuffled towards the door as Bulak rushed over and started helping me. “You have improved.” She said encouragingly. “You are making fewer and fewer mistakes.”

I nodded as I walked towards the door. Brugo was standing there, arms crossed as his face displayed a soft scowl. “That is quite different from the outsider I saw in the battle,” Brugo remarked. “You are remarkably lax here in comparison.”

I nodded as I looked down at my hand and clenched it. “As I said earlier, I was working off some deep reserves and fighting for my life to pull those moves off. All this is so that I don't have to do that the next time I get involved in a fight, plus get that title I earned during the battle.”

Brugo nodded as he rubbed his chin. “I suppose you have a point there.” He remarked. He suddenly pointed inside the barn. “Anyway, I have seen all I need to. Go inside and inspire your recruits. They may need it if they are to follow you faithfully into the arena.”

I nodded as I looked towards the doorway. It stood above me menacingly. “Thanks. I'll keep that in mind.” I replied, limping the rest of the way into the barn.

Brokil looked up as Bulak pulled the door closed behind us. “Not again.” He muttered as he walked over. “I thought I told you to exercise caution.”

I let out a groan as Bulak lowered me into a chair. “Yea, well, I don't exactly have control over that,” I countered. “Spending hours outside, I’m bound to make a few mistakes here and there. Plus, I told them not to go easy on me so I can be prepared for the arena.” I could hear Brokil sigh as he examined my wounds. “Just fix what you can. I'll handle the rest.” Brokil nodded as he began healing the cuts I'd managed to receive during training. After another minute the pain faded enough for me to look up at the recruits. They were still eyeing me skeptically as Brokil worked on the last of my injuries. Finally, Brokil backed away and Bulak handed me my glasses. I put the frames on and stood, weathering the pain that was still in my muscles and joints. I let out a sigh and clapped my hands together and I approached the recruits. They continued to eye me warily as I spoke. “Alright, let's get this thing started. First things first, introductions. In case you're unaware of my name, it's Dexter. And yes, I am going through the rite so that I can receive a title. In case you've heard of this rumor; yes I created the pulse that drove the elves from the city. Don't ask me how I did it, I have no idea myself. Beyond that anything positive you've heard about me is probably true. Anything else is likely a malicious rumor.” I glanced around at them as they stared at me. They appeared to have relaxed a bit, they still seemed on edge as I stood there. I gestured towards them encouragingly as I spoke one more time. “Now, would anyone else like to introduce themselves? If we’re going to go through the rite, we might as well get to know each other.” The recruits were quiet for a minute, glancing at each other as if unsure whether they should go first or not.

The silence was only broken once one of them finally stepped forward and began his introduction. His voice strangely boomed, despite his younger appearance, and gave him a sense of power and authority that even some of my trainers lacked. “My name is Wurthu and I am here to complete the rite as you are. I do not have as interesting a tale as you do, but that does not change my commitment to obtaining my own status.” I nodded at the orc. He was just short enough for me to see the top of his head. His brown hair was pulled into the usual ponytail and his green eyes gazed around in a calculating manner. He definitely seemed like someone that was planning ahead.

I looked around as I waited for one of the other orcs to speak up. After another minute a second orc stepped forward. “I am Yargug and I am also here to complete the rite.” I waited for him to say more, but he didn't. Instead, he looked around at the others, dark hair swaying free and blue eyes waiting for someone else to speak. He was clearly a man of few words, a paradoxically efficient yet inconvenient choice for the rite.

A pair of orcs suddenly stepped forward and began their introductions. “I am Urgran and this is my younger brother Umurn.” One of them said. I nodded as they also chose to stay silent about other notions. They looked near-identical, the only thing distinguishing them besides their stature, wispy beard, and brown hair were their eyes. Urgran had a pair of dull brown eyes while Umurn possessed bright green eyes. Urgran was considerably thinner and stood a few inches over his brother. He looked almost catlike, his fingers flexing delicately at his side. Umurn was equally built like a barrel, his shoulder’s bulging beneath his shawl. His right hand was flexed into a dense fist, knuckles a pale white at his side. I turned to the two remaining orcs expectantly as I waited for their introductions. They stayed silent as everyone stared at them.

I let out an impatient sigh as I gestured insistently. “I can choose for you, or you can choose amongst yourself,” I provided firmly. “Either way, I need to know your names.”

Their silence was finally broken as one of them stepped forward and introduced himself. “My name is Vargan, and like the rest of you I am here to complete the rite, though I have heavy doubts about doing it so soon, especially with the outsider.” I nodded as I watched him rub the back of his neck. He was slightly shorter than the average orc, about Amelia's height. His green eyes and brown hair just screamed of someone that was nervous, eyes shifting back and forth like a mouse in the presence of a cat.

I nodded encouragingly as I gave him a smile. “Thank you, Vargan. You don’t have to work about me. I’ll try to hold my own.”

Vargan let out an unconvinced hmm as I tried to ease his concerns. “If you believe such.” He muttered. I nodded as I chose to drop the subject. After standing in silence for a moment, everyone turned to the last orc as he stared, bored, at the rest of us.

He finally let out an exasperated sigh as we continued to stare at him. “Fine, my name is Yamarz; and like Vargan there I have doubts about this whole endeavor, though my feelings are much more severe.”

I nodded as he finished introducing himself. He was the only one of them that was my height, dark hair and green eyes holding the same bored expression his voice did. His scowl gave him a bullheaded look, a contrast to the thin frame he was sporting. He was like a mantis, waiting to strike. I gesture at the others as I gave Yamarz a warm smile. “Well, I hope we can change your mind about this prospect,” I said encouragingly. Yamarz growled and shrugged as I turned back to the rest of the orcs and glanced down at my watch. 6:45 I pointed to an open table as I continued speaking. “The food should be here in about ten minutes. We can start discussing a strategy until then.” The recruits nodded reluctantly and moved to take a seat at the table.



We spent a good two hours discussing a plan for the arena. During that time the recruits filled me in more about the usual rite of passage. The beast could range from a bear to a deer depending on how the council was feeling about the group. I twirled the bird’s leg I was munching on and let out an intrigued hmm as I heard that piece of information. “I doubt they’d go for the more mundane animals,” I warned. “Dubak mentioned the council would no go easy on me, considering my nature and all.”

Wurthu let out an intrigued hum of his own and tapped his fingers together thoughtfully. “A bear may be the least of our worries then,” He remarked. “They could bring in a Chemisit or something far worse.”

I nodded as I put down the leg and rubbed my head. “There's no telling what they'll throw at us. They might even use a creature that doesn't exist in my world. For all I know, you guys have another creature I know nothing about. When it comes to guessing we might as well be walking into the arena blind. The best course of action against this unknown is to train so that we'll be able to adapt to the threat as we know more about it.”

The orcs nodded as they stared off thoughtfully. “What do you suggest we do?” Yargug asked.

I let out a hum and gave the question some thought. “Specialization.” I finally replied. The others looked at me, confused. I gestured to Urgran as I recalled something he said earlier. “You mentioned the same weapons being used by multiple orcs, correct?”

Urgran nodded as he began explaining. “The notion behind the idea is to create a veritable army against any creature they present us. Many rites become boring due to trainees utilizing their strength of numbers to overpower their creatures. As enthralling as it is to see an army fight a Chemisit, such a creature is rarely chosen for the rite.”

I nodded as I gestured towards him. “Well, I propose we do the opposite. Each of us should enter the arena with a unique weapon, one we are well versed on. That way, we're more likely to have a weapon that'll easily take down the beast.”

The orcs glanced at each other skeptically as they heard my plan. “So, we each use a different weapon?” Umurn asked.

I nodded as I began explaining. “If we encounter something that can't be killed by a single weapon, we find out what combination of the weapons we do have will allow us to easily kill the beast.” I pointed at Vargan. “I noticed you were training with a bow. Out of curiosity, how far can you hit a target?”

Vargan considered my question for a minute before shrugging. “About a hundred yards.” He finally replied. The other recruits let out an impressed hmm but were quickly interrupted by Vargan. “That is if I am given enough time.” He clarified. “If I am rushed or the target is moving I can only hit it at fifty yards.”

I nodded as I heard his addition. “That's still a useful range,” I said encouragingly. “If the beast prevents melee weapons from getting close enough we can use that as a distraction or for an outright kill.” Vargan nodded nervously as I solidified his choice of weapon. “The other thing about specialization is the relative skill in your respective weapon,” I added as I looked around at the recruits. “We have one more week to prepare for the rite. During that time, you should train with one particular weapon instead of trying to gain the skills for all of them. At this point, I've defaulted to the sword and shield, but we should have at least two or three others with a shield so that we're not relying on one person to provide defense for our entire group.” They nodded as they heard my reasoning. I leaned back and rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “Beyond that, I don't see a reason to limit the offensive weapons you use. You can use any you like; war-hammer, battle-axe, even throwing knives if you're good enough at it.”

Yamarz immediately sat up at the prospect. “Throwing knives?” He asked as a smile began to creep onto his face.

I stared at him, confused. “Are you good at using knives?” I asked as Yamarz's face evolved into a full smile. He didn't answer, merely reached into his shawl and pulled out a polished knife, about as long as his hand. The blade was sharpened into the shape of a raindrop, the tip glinting in the light. Before anyone could react, he turned and threw it up at the loft, causing the knife to appear in the side of the boards and a cry of fear to emanate from Amelia as she ducked out of sight.

Yamarz turned back and grinned wide as he pointed up at the now embedded knife. “I can easily hit targets at double that distance.” He boasted.

I cringed as I fully registered the series of events. “That was certainly impressive,” I admitted. “but maybe we should refrain from such demonstrations inside.”

Yamarz’s face suddenly fell as he realized his actions and looked around at the other recruits. The stared at him with apprehension as one would rising cobra. He then turned and looked up at his knife and down at the just now emerging Amelia. She was scowling angrily at him as she rose back above the table. “Oh gods, I am terribly sorry about that. I have no idea what came over me.”

I gestured calmingly at Yamarz. “It's alright, that energy is good. Just don't do things like that inside.” Yamarz nodded as he stood and moved over to the ladder. Amelia continued to glare angrily at him as he started to climb. I leaned forward as an idea popped into mind. “Do you need two hands to do that?” I asked. “It might be unorthodox, but you could be one of the people carrying a shield into the arena.”

Yamarz nodded as he moved over to his knife. “I just require a single free hand to throw. I can carry a shield in with me if you wish me to. I merely need a supply of knives to use.”

I nodded as I watched him pulled out his knife and move back towards the ladder. “That means we have three decisions in terms of weapons.” I turned back to the others. “What about you four? Any ideas on the weapons you want?” They each paused and considered for a minute.

Wurthu finally let out a sigh as he gestured towards the door. “I have always been partial to a battle-axe.” He admitted. “I am already familiar with the techniques. So, I should be well prepared for the arena. I can also carry a shield in with me. It would also do me well to hone my single-handed maneuvers.”

I nodded as he finished expressing his choice of weapon. “Excellent choice. From what Bulak has shown me, battle-axes have a good deal of power and speed behind them. It’ll be good to bring that one into the arena.”I turned to the other three as I waited for them to make a decision. They gave their answer another moment as they each seemed to consider their options.

Umurn suddenly grinned and let out a chuckle as he turned to his older brother. “Remember when we used to have mock battles as a kid? You used a piece of bark as a shield and a long stick as a spear while I always managed to find a large stick and used it as a sort of war-hammer.”

Urgran smiled and chuckled at the memory. “We certainly had active imaginations.” He remarked. “Do you recall the battle of pine fort?”

Umurn bellowed in laughter as he slapped the table enthusiastically. “That battle was truly hard fought, brother. . . . . Are you thinking what I am thinking?”

Urgran chuckled again and nodded as he gestured to the two of them. “I say it is time for the return of the brothers smash and stab.”

Umurn roared with laughter again as he nodded fervently. “This would be the perfect opportunity for them to make that return.” He affirmed jollily. The brothers turned to us as they grinned happily. “We will bear the burned of another shield if you so wish. I will ensure my older brother does not foolishly waste his combative talents on mere stumps.”

Urgran let out another laugh as he nodded in agreement. “So long as I am allowed to protect you, I will be happy.” He affirmed.

I nodded as a grin briefly crept onto my face. “It sounds like you two have made your decision. I’m sure you’ll be able to contribute greatly to this rite.” I turned to the final orc as the brothers nodded in agreement. “What about you, Yargug? Any idea on what you want to bring in?”

Yargug sat there as he seemed to heavily consider the question. He finally let out a sigh as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I do not have the skills you lot have. To be honest, my first inclination was a sword and shield. However, since that is already taken, I suppose I will settle for a morning star or some other flail weapon.”

I nodded as he chose his weapon. “Excellent that solidifies our weapons for the arena, but there's one final thing that we need for this plan to work.” They stared at me as I paused. “For dramatic effect.” I gestured towards the door as I explained. “We need to coordinate. We can't just charge the beast with reckless abandon. We need to work together to use our weapons as effectively as possible. That's going to be the whole point of these meetings; so that we can work together in the arena.” The orcs nodded as they heard my last addition. I absentmindedly cracked my knuckles as I glanced at my watch. 6:54 “We should spend the next hour or so drawing up strategies. After that, you guys can go home and come back in the morning. Sound like a plan?” They nodded again as a few of them took another bite of food. I clapped my hands and rubbed them together as I let out a sigh. “Then let's get started.”



We ended up spending an hour and a half cooking up combinations of weapons and designs for the formation we'd use. The table of food that was brought eventually dwindled down to a few scraps left on each plate. I picked up the last bit of bread and began munching on it as I let out a sigh. “That should be all for today.” I mused. “We’ll review these formations tomorrow and try to improve where we can. For now, head home and get some rest. This next week is going to be intense.”

Wurthu nodded as he stood and stretched, his joints letting out soft pops as he stretched them. “That would be most wise. There are still many preparations to be done before the rite. I have my own rituals to complete.”

I nodded and stretched as I let out a groan. “Go ahead and do that if you think it’ll help. I want the best chance of success we can manage. The same goes for the rest of you. If you think up a way to increase our chances, let it be known. The council won’t give us the same courtesy.”

Urgran and Umurn nodded as they stretched their respective joints. “My younger brother and I shall inform you if such a notion crosses our mind,” Urgran answered. “I hope you shall do the same.”

I nodded as I finished up the roll and wiped my hands together. “There’s not much I can make in a week,” I admitted. “But I’ll try to come up with something within that time.”

They nodded as they followed Wurthu towards the door. Umurn waved my way as he gave me a grin. “I look forward to seeing more of your combative skills.” He said encouragingly.

I grinned and nodded as I let out a satisfied sigh. “Likewise,” I replied.

I looked up as I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder and saw Yamarz’s guilty expression. “I apologize again for my unprofessional behavior.” He voiced. “I will do my best to remedy my harm.”

I gestured dismissively as I glanced at Amelia. Her face was buried in the spellbook in front of her. “You don’t need to worry. You’re perfectly fine. Being able to throw knives is definitely a useful trick.”

Yamarz grinned as he heard my praise. “Thank you.” He voiced, bowing slightly. “I appreciate your leniency.” I nodded as he turned and followed the others to the door.

I turned to Vargan and Yargug as I gestured towards the door. “You two should get going. You’ll want to be well-rested for training tomorrow.” They nodded as they stood and followed the others outside.

I let out a small burp as the others left the barn and vanished into the night. “I'll see you all in the morning,” I called as I climbed to my feet. I let out a sigh as I stretched and turned to the array of plates on the table. There were still a few scraps of food left, but I was not in the mood to finish it. “That potion really boosted my appetite, but even I have a limit.” 

I reached towards one of the plates and began cleaning the table as Bulak walked over to join me. “That went rather well.” She said happily.

I grinned and nodded as Bulak began helping me clear the table. “I got a lot done today.” I winced as a raw patch of skin suddenly rubbed against one of the chairs. “Despite everything else.”

Bulak nodded as she carried a stack of plates over to another table. “You controlled the situation rather well.” She admitted. “I was expecting you to come up with these elaborate outsider plans that would miraculously work if executed properly.”

I let out a sigh and shook my head as I thought about my conversation with the recruits. “I don't think such a tactic exists,” I admitted. “Even if there is one, I wouldn't know it. I know basic fighting skills, but that’s about it. I'm a civilian, not a soldier. At least I was until this whole Banestorm thing happened.”

Bulak shrugged as she walked back and began stacking more plates. “I suppose you have a point. Even if what you speak of is occasionally nonsensical, there is only so much madness one can spout.”

I grinned and let out a small laugh as I picked up another plate. “I don't know, I haven't even scratched the surface the outsider madness that resides in here.” I countered playfully, tapping my head. “Even the stuff I learned in high-school would sound like madness to you.”

Bulak grinned and nodded as she picked up the last of the plates. “You will have to share some that madness with me sometime.” She replied. “Who knows, maybe I will develop a similar madness.”

I chuckled loudly as I carried the plates over to the other table with Bulak. “I don't know; even outsiders have trouble with this madness sometimes. An unprepared mind could break from the mere presence of it.” I let out a sarcastic sigh as I set the plates on top of the others. “It is both a gift and a curse.”

Bulak grinned as she stacked the plates on top of mine. “Given how much you have done in the span of a few days, Gashur could definitely benefit from understanding your madness.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh and cracked my knuckles again. “And this is only what I came up with because of the time crunch. If I had more time I might've tried to invent a new weapon to bring into the arena; but since I don't, this is all I can do.”

Bulak nodded again as she glanced at Amelia and Brokil. They were still studying the spellbook as they practiced a new incantation. “So, what now? Do you plan to practice magic once more?”

I shook my head as I let out a yawn, feeling a sense of lethargy from my full stomach. “I'm too tired for that.” I sighed. “I'll probably just head to bed and start training in the morning.”

Bulak nodded as she watched me stretch. “That is probably wise. You want to be well-rested for training.”

I nodded as I turned towards the ladder. “I'll see you in the morning then.” I yawned, making my way towards the loft. I faltered as something else suddenly occurred to me. I turned back to Bulak. “Actually, can you bring food by like you did this morning? I'm definitely going to need it after I drink another potion.”

            

    
        23. Radiant Actions

    
    
    
    
                

Maira



I paced nervously in one of the hallways of the manor, secluded from the rest of the servants. The fortnight the statue had predicted was nearly up and there was still no sign of the mysterious outsider. Despite Almar's best efforts, the rumor of a demon had spread like fire. By the end of the week, everyone had heard of the danger that was making its way towards the city. One half of the city was in a silent panic while the other was in complete denial of such a beast. Only I and a few other Nymphs knew the true nature of their concerns. I turned as Kalise finally rounded a nearby corner. I quickly closed the gap between us as I looked at her with concern. “Well, what did Mephite say? Is the outsider getting closer?”

Kalise’s crestfallen expression spoke volumes before she even spoke. She shook her head in disbelief as she rubbed her head. “She said there was a surge a few days ago but has since died down, much quieter than before. She can only hear it during the day now.”

I let out an uncertain sigh as I rubbed my head nervously. “That creature sounded so sure of itself. What could have happened?”

Kalise shrugged as she let out an exhausted groan. “Are you sure you heard it correctly? Maybe you were mistaken. Perhaps that creature was mistaken.”

I shook my head vigorously at the statement, refusing to question what I had heard. “No, I am certain that the statue said a fortnight. He was certain of this fact. If the outsider has not shown himself it means something happened.”

Kalise let out another sigh as she let her arms fall, defeated. “Or the statue was wrong,” Kalise repeated softly. “It may have been mistaken about the things to pass.”

I paused for a moment then reluctantly nodded as I firmly rubbed my face. “It does not change Almar's reliance on its words.” I reasoned desperately. “He has doubled the guard and is attempting to double the strange outsider weapons he possesses. The burdens he bears are having an effect on his demeanor. He is more unbearable than before.”

Kalise nodded as a distant shout echoed through the halls. “It would seem another search party has returned.” She remarked. “It cannot be good news if he shouts as such.”

I nodded as I turned to look down the hall. Almar had been sending small parties in an attempt to find the outsider before he made it to Nione. Predictably, they were all coming up empty. “What do you suppose the outsider is doing? If not making towards the city?” I asked curiously. “Surely one capable of besting an army of elves would wish to ensure they do not return. What if this is merely a delay in their plans? Or perhaps he has discovered a means of subduing his emotions.”

Kalise let out a long sigh then reluctantly shrugged. “Sard if I know. It can't be good if they really are out in the orc lands. The guards dare not get close to the border after what happened to the first search party. They would rather face Almar’s wrath over the outsider’s.”

I nodded as I sighed and turned back to Kalise. “Either way, I expect Almar will looking for me soon. You would do best to head down to the kitchen before he sees you. He does not appreciate his servants wandering from their duties.” Kalise nodded as she turned and hurriedly walked away.

I watched her leave as I heard Almar's thunderous roars grow louder. “Chameleon!” I heard him bellow. I felt my heart racing as he shouted my given name. “I Demand Your Presence.” I quickly turned and ran towards the noise, the beating would only be worse if I attempted to hide. I rounded several corners as I tried to find Almar. “Chameleon!” He roared again. I turned to the noise and saw the doorway he was behind. It led into the entrance hall and I quickly ran over to enter. I swiftly pulled open the door and slipped inside. Almar's glaring expression greeted me as I stepped into the entrance hall. Several pieces of furniture were already overturned and scattered about, strewing food and plates around the room. I had only a moment to take in the situation and Almar's solitude before he closed the gap between us and roughly grabbed my neck, dragging me the rest of the way through the door and slamming it closed behind me. My next sensation was one of pain as Almar began colliding his fist with my face. “I Will Send You Out How Sarding Often I Want To.” He bellowed. He turned and threw me against one of the overturned tables, causing my vision to briefly fade out. I returned to a new barrage of pain as Almar began to attack my face again.”I Want That Outsider Found And His Sarding Plan Stopped.” I felt my jaw dislocate as he mercifully began to slow his attacks. “I Will Not Have Everything I Worked For Be Taken Away From Me!” He finally stopped as a field of red overtook my vision. A vein in my eye had burst. It would take time to fix. I leaned over and coughed up blood, bringing with it a few specks of white. I ignored the floating teeth as I closed my eyes and began the repairs. I covered my mouth as I will the wounds in my gums close and for the blood flow to wane. “Fext, those need a day to grow back.” I groaned and forced my chin to the side to reset my jaw as Almar stood and panted. “Sarding FEXT!” He roared angrily. “How Dare They Disobey My Order!” He continued to gasp as I slowly undid the damage he had done. I continued to cradle my jaw as the pain lingered. Almar finally let out an exhausted sigh as his shoulder slumped and he finally relaxed. “Thank you, Chameleon. That was most relieving.”

I coughed as I briefly let go of my jaw. “Sthank you Shsire,” I said through an incomplete set of teeth.

I covered my mouth again as Almar nodded. “That will be all for today. Feel free to fetch something from the kitchen. I will not have a servant of mine shaming the manor with such a gruesome appearance.” I nodded as Almar turned and strode out the door. I leaned forward on my hand and knees as I let out a muffled groan. “I am starting to hope the outsider comes, just so that I can finally hear fear from Almar. Gods this hurts. I need food. Damage is harder than change.” I crawled to my feet as I finally drained the blood from my eye. My vision cleared as I let out a relieved sigh.“Sarding bastard. One day you will get what you deserve.” I limped out of the room and down the hall. I felt my gums ache as I made my way towards the kitchen. “I'll need meat to replace the teeth, that or chew on some spare bones for a few hours. Gods this is painful.” I paused as I suddenly felt Almar take a familiar route deep into the manor. His emotions descended and grew muffled as he entered his strange dungeon.“He is undoubtedly heading back to the statue. If his guards are unable to find the outsider, then perhaps the statue will be able to offer insight.” I turned and looked down the hall that would take me to the kitchen. “I could follow him, or remain willfully ignorant of what they spoke of.” I let out a low sigh as I stood there and considered my choices. One was willful ignorance, another was risky knowledge. One was blissful, the other painful. I tilted my head back and let out a groan as I felt the universe itself taunting me with this choice. “Why have the gods cursed me with this? Why must the thought cross my mind? Is this some form of an ordeal I must endure? … If so, what do the gods wish for me to choose? ... What would tell me the stat of Almar’s safety, tell me if I am ever to be free of that cursed bastard?”

I turned back and moved down the other hall, following Almar towards the statue. “I need answers. I must know the events that are to transpire.” I turned a corner to see the door that led into the depths of the manor. I approached it as I saw it was ajar and deftly slipped into the staircase. I descended the stairs as I strained my ears to hear the chanting that would awaken the being of rock. I paused as I finally heard it echo up the staircase and reverberated back down once it reached the top. I moved towards the now familiar doorway and flattened myself against the wall, straining my ears to hear within the room. Almar spoke the incantation for a few moments before stopping as the grinding stone signaled the statue's new mobility. It rumbled its usual greeting as the sound of shifting rocks filled the room. “You summoned me?” The statue's gravelly voice asked.

Almar let out a low growl. “What happened?” He asked bluntly. Pacing footsteps joined his angered questions. “You claimed the outsider would arrive in a fortnight. Yet here we are, a fortnight after, and my guards still haven't found a trace of him.”

I heard the statue move slightly. “Calm yourself. Events have taken place that has upset my prior prediction. The outsider is not planning to march on Nione in the near future.”

I heard the room fall silent, Almar at a loss for words. “I beg your pardon?” He asked angrily. I heard a brief movement from the statue before Almar began ranting. “What Do You Mean Events Have Upset Your Prediction? I Would Almost Prefer The Outsider To Be On His Way Now. At Least Then I Can Assure Myself That Damage To The City Will Be Minimal. And What Of That Spell You Mentioned? What Has Happened That Would Cause Your Prediction To Become So Warped?”

The room fell silent again as the statue waited for Almar to finish speaking. “It would seem that the spell has been. . . removed.” The statue finally admitted. My eyes slowly widened as I heard the rest of the statues explanation. “Rest assured the spell was designed to be difficult for removal, especially in its initial stages. The acolyte that designed it demonstrated as much on some . . . less than willing subjects. Only the combined efforts of at least two powerful mages could have undone the effects, let alone the enchantment itself. It would seem that the outsider had found such mages.”

I heard Almar's angered breath through the doorway. “You inform me of this NOW?” He roared angrily. “Why Did I Not Receive Word Of This Before I Sent My Guards Out To Search The Surrounding Wilderness? Why Have I Been Tasking Leroy With Building More Weapons If The Object Of Their Use Is Failing To Show Up? Tell Me Why You Are Unable To Bring Me The Outsider! Why Does Your Sarding Magic Fail You!?” Almar's pants continued to echo up the staircase as I stood there as still as the stones in the wall.

The only noise that permeated the room for several minutes was Almar's own breaths. Finally, the statue answered in its stern rumbling tone. “It would seem that the outsider has again managed to grow more distant from my influence.” It admitted. “I am only partially versed in the art of Cerebration. My skilly lay with transformations, not the magic of the mind. I am unable to access his most recent memories now. I must also admit that the spell has given him additional experience in resisting unconscious guidance. I now appear to face two more complementary forces that seek to seclude me from his mind. This next matter, I cannot emphasize enough. Even if these forces did not exist and I merely had access to his mind, I am wholly unable to directly alter his decisions. I am still too weak in my cerebration abilities. My extempore does not easily transfer to the mind. I can only guide him to certain choices and as of this moment, he is rejecting the choice to attack Nione. You must accept that I had no influence over the actions Leroy took within or without their Capital, only the direction he went once he managed to escape the city on his outsider contraption.” I heard Almar let out a low sigh.

I waited in bated breath for one of them to break the silence. Finally, Almar spoke. “Do you believe my city is in danger of an assault at this moment in time?” He asked with an air of unusual calm.

I heard grinding stone as the statue seemed to consider the question. “I do not believe so.” It finally admitted. “Though, I encourage you to share the outsider weapons so that I may offer greater protection should that prediction change.” I heard crinkling parchment and Almar taking a step forward. “You will have your cannons once I am assured that this matter is resolved. Am I made clear?”

I heard a pause, then more grinding stone signaled the statue's movement. “Of course. However, I insist that we make these discussions more frequent. I may come across something that is vitally important should the outsider choose to show himself.” I heard Almar's steps approach the door. I turned to sprint up the stairs but hesitated. “There is no time for me to leave the stairway. My steps will echo down before I can escape. He will surely discover my intrusion if I run that way.” I turned and quickly moved past the doorway and a short distance down the stairs beyond. I flattened myself against the central column and strained my ears to hear.

I heard the door open and Almar stepping out. “I call upon you when the mood strikes me, not when it is demanded of me. Just do your part and you shall have your cannons. My outsider serves me and me alone.” There was a pause and then I heard Almar bellowing down the stairs after me. “You Hear That, Outsider? Do Not Dare Betray The City Of Nione!” I clamped a hand over my mouth as I panted as my heart raced in my chest. “Oh no! Does he intend to descend the steps? Have I gravely errored?”

The staircase was silent for a few moments, my chest aching from the suspense. I awaited Almar’s next outburst, his decision to descend the steps after me. If he caught me, he would surely end my life. My hand trembled as it silenced my voice. “Please gods, spare me from this fate.” My heart stopped as I heard a voice call up from below, a gruff and unfamiliar voice. It sounded exasperated as it echoed up the steps. “Yeah, I Fucking Hear Ya. You’ll Get Your Fucking Cannons. Now Leave Me Alone. I Have Enough Shit To Deal With Without Your Nagging.”

I heard Almar let out a low growl at the insult, something no one has ever done to the baron’s face. My heart quickened as I foresaw him descending the steps to punish the perpetrator. “The gods have forsaken me. There is no hope for me. He will find and punish me for sure.” I heard Almar let out a low sigh as he stood on the stairs above. “Those better be words of truth, outsider.” He muttered. I felt a wave of relief as footsteps finally echoed down and I heard Almar retreat up the stairs. I let out a sigh as the door closed and the stairway grew quiet once more. “Sard, that was close. The gods are truly testing my resolve here.” I stood there and panted for a few moments as I felt my heart continuing to race in my chest. I felt my arms shaking as my mind wandered to the origin of this new voice. “I should depart from this place while I have the chance. I am not privy to who knows of this place. More could come and discover my intrusion.” I finally glanced down the stairway nervously. “Then again, perhaps the gods are testing me again. Perhaps . . .”

I let out a shaky sigh and began quietly descending the staircase. It wound further into the manor than I thought possible. My steps barely graced the floor as my heart hastened once more. I placed a hand on the outer wall to help stabilize me as I descended. “I must have answers. I cannot hope for the future if I do not know the state of the present.” I stopped as the stairs halted abruptly, ending in a thick wooden door. A small barred window sat within the door, allowing me to peek through the iron bars descending through the gap the window created. I cautiously approached as I felt my heart quicken once more. “Why is this door here? Why is it so greatly fortified? What is behind here that would ... unless.” I delicately reached out and grabbed the handle gracing the door. I hesitated for a moment, then pulled. It rattled slightly as I tried to open it, but held firm. “Locked.” I looked up at the door as my curiosity for it peaked. A dim torchlight streamed through the barred window in the door, barely illuminating the thick wood and black bolts composing it. I slowly craned my neck to peer through the tiny window as my pulse quickened further. The sight within caused my stomach to drop and for my racing blood to run cold. It was a horrendous vision to describe. Pure white bones lay haphazardly along a dim hallway, more iron bars acting at the walls to this mysterious place. I let out a forcibly calming breath as I continued to stare through the window. I took false solace in the bones being those of animals, until I spotted the skulls. I let in a small gasp as I gazed in disbelief at the blood splatters speckled onto the elven craniums scattered about the floor, staring lifelessly towards the door.

I felt a sense of unrelenting fear as a rough and familiar voice called from beyond the door. “Who goes there? Show Yourself!” I stood there, petrified, as I clamped a hand over my mouth and stifled my own gasps. I suddenly heard the clinking of metal, as a new pair of footsteps joined the voice. “Don't Fucking Make Me Come Out There!” I chose not to linger any longer and turned to sprint up the stairs. Whatever the voice tried to say next was cut off as my echoing footsteps followed me up the steps. I burst out of the stairway and back into the manor as my exhaustion finally overtook my fear and I relievedly placed my hands on my knees, panting. “Sard, is there no end to the sarded fext that Almar does?”



Dexter



The next couple of days passed by in a blur; a painful yet oddly focused blur. I would wake up, drink a potion, have breakfast, then spend a few hours practicing certain maneuvers. Bulak would arrive early enough to squeeze in some one-on-one practice for an hour before the others showed up. The trainers would, of course, try their hardest to hurt me as badly as possible, while treating the recruits mildly in comparison. Then again, the breaks I took gave me an opportunity to see how well the recruits faired against an opponent. I let out a sigh and wiped my brow as I stared around at the recruits. Vargan was practicing with his bow, firing his shots on an old shield as a target. They thunked loudly against the wood and sank in, marking where each arrow landed. He managed to cluster most of them around the center, slowly wearing down the strength there until he finally fired an arrow straight through sinking into the barn wall behind it.

Wurthu was taking his training to heart, putting as much power as he could behind his swings. He was moving a little weird when it came to his shield. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what wasn’t right. Bulak suddenly appeared beside me and grinned. I grinned in response before glancing back to Wurthu. “Looks like he’s really experienced with that axe,” I remarked. “I’ve never seen shields get damaged like that. He must be pretty strong.”

Bulak nodded as she turned towards Wurthu. Another gash appeared in the orc he was fighting as he brought his axe slamming into it. Her brow furrowed and she tilted her head as she gazed at his fighting. “It would appear so.” She replied. “However, his shield appears to make him unbalanced. His movements are slow and imprecise.”

I turned to Wurthu curiously. Now that Bulak had pointed it out, I could kind of see what she meant. His shield seemed kind of slow, taking another second to reach the position it was meant to go and even then it was a couple of inches off of where it was meant to be. “He’s not used to the combination,” I remarked, glancing at Bulak. “It seems like he’s never carried a shield before.”

She nodded as she let out a sigh. “You have learned well. Indeed, he appears to lack experience and instinct when wielding that shield. I am surprised he wishes to enter the arena as such. Most would have gained a modicum of skill in at least one variation of their weapon before attempting the rite. But it appears he has only developed skills in double-handed axes.”

I furrowed my brow as I glanced back at him. He was certainly destructive with that axe, even with the blunted blade he was working with. I imagined he would be able to smash through a shield given enough time and leverage. I turned back to Bulak as I gestured his way. “Are you saying he’s not going to be useful in the arena?” I asked. “Do you think the shield is going to slow him down for some reason?”

Bulak shook her head in response as she gestured and explained. “Of course not. He will still be useful in the arena, another blade is always useful in a battle. I am merely concerned about his effectiveness. Look, even the knife thrower is more effective with his shield.”

I turned to Yamarz as he stood in front of a target of his own. He had donned a shield to get used to the weight of it on his arm. He definitely seemed to be used to it now, his knives quickly singing through the air before impaling themselves onto the shield target before him. I shrugged as I turned back to Bulak. “Some people adjust faster than others,” I remarked. “Wurthu should improve by the time the rite rolls around. He just needs practice.”

Bulak let out a sigh as she glanced towards him. “Perhaps,” She remarked. “But it is still worrisome when he is so inexperienced so soon before the rite. Despite his demeanor, he may be the most inexperienced of the lot. Even the brothers seem more experienced than him.”

I glanced towards Urgran and Umurn curiously. They had taken to sparring together against three orcs, working together to take on the three of them at once. Urgran was using his shield to block incoming attacks and his spear to attack when he could. Umurn’s fighting style could be described as … loud. He worked in tandem with his older brother to smash enemy defenses. He also had incredible reaction time when it came to Urgran’s movements. It’s like he knew what his brother was thinking before he did it. I nodded as I turned back to Bulak. “They do seem used to their strategies,” I admitted. “Still, there’s going to be more than those two in the arena. Who knows, Wurthu might be really good at working in a group.”

Bulak let out an intrigued hum as she glanced towards Wurthu. “Perhaps.” She remarked. “Then again, it is possible that he finds just as much difficulty with cooperation as wielding a shield.”

I shrugged as I glanced towards Yargug. He had taken to using a flail as his weapon, a long chain ran from the handle at his shoulder to the spiked ball swaying by his ankles. He was using the length of the chain to hook the ball behind his opponent’s shield and pull it out of the way. He was also swinging the spiked ball at ridiculously high speeds to slam into the said shield, causing his opponent to stagger back from the impact. I was kind of impressed at how wildly he was able to swing the thing yet still maintain control of it. I gestured towards him as I turned and grinned at Bulak. “He seems like he’s adjusting well. You’d think he’s held that thing his whole life.”

Bulak turned to Yargug and scowled. “Hardly.” She retorted. “His weapon is far too flimsy. That chain merely detracts from the power he could have if he chose a sturdier weapon.” A large bang suddenly rang out across the field and I turned to see Yargug slamming the spiked ball into his opponent’s shield once more.

I turned back to Bulak as I gestured towards the blow. “Seems pretty powerful to me,” I remarked.

Bulak let out a low growl as she watched him sparring. “Marginally.” She countered reluctantly. “I still believe his use of the weapon is ineffective. I had not even known flails came in such length.”

I shrugged and stretched as I turned towards my own weapons. “I wouldn’t know anything about that. Mmmmm. In any case, I should get back to it. I can’t spend all day analyzing what the others are doing.”

Bulak nodded as she turned to where I was sparring. The grass in the area had worn down and flattened over the few days we’d already fought. Bulak gestured to my weapons as she turned back to me. “I agree with that sentiment. Retrieve your weapons and choose which to spar with.” I nodded as I stooped and grabbed my sword and shield. I turned to the group of idle trainers as I let out a sigh. “Another couple of hours. Come on, Dexter, you can hold out for that long.”

The trainers were extremely aggravated at my unwavering enthusiasm for their style of training. Bulak even needed to restrain one of them that day. Thankfully, he calmed down quickly once Bulak twisted his arm behind him. If this was them holding back, I was honestly warry about them actually going all out. They were pummeling me hard enough as it was. After another beating of a lifetime, the recruits and I met in the barn to eat and formulate a more advanced strategy for the arena. I’d keep track of all the plans we’d come up with so far. It would be a pain if I forgot one and didn’t have anything to reference to remember it.

I stretched my neck as we finished drawing up strategies for the day. I glanced at my watched as I committed the latest formation to memory. “Alright, we officially have three days left. That's three days to recover from anything you've been ignoring for the last few days.” I picked up a roll of parchment and waved it at the others. “I suggest you take this list down to Shurkul's forge and have him make anything the arena won't provide for the rite. I doubt they have the abundance of knives that Yamarz needs. Not to mention the balance throwing ones require.” Yargug nodded as I handed him the list of armor and weapons. I let out a sigh as I stretched again and felt the bruises being disturbed beneath my skin. “As for me, I'll spend the next two days training what little else I can. I have a potion that mitigates the overextension issue you guys have probably already hit. We'll still meet to discuss progress and strategies, but outside of that relax and tend to any injuries you might have developed.”

Yargug furrowed his brow as he looked up from the list at me. “Just a moment, why not let us have these potions? If they can undo damage to the body they may be highly beneficial for us. We could continue to train alongside you.”

I let out a sigh and shook my head. “The potions aren't without a cost,” I replied, rubbing my head. “If you tried to drink them you might lose a large portion of your stamina. The only reason I can handle them is because of the way we humans are built. Apparently, we can extend ourselves longer than orcs. It’s not surprising considering our past.”

Umurn leaned forward and gazed at me curiously. “You have been training with reduced stamina?” He asked, astonished.

I nodded as I flexed my fingers, feeling the joints pop softly. “Before all this, I didn't have the training you guys had. I've essentially been trying to catch up for the last month. Thankfully, I managed to pick things up fairly quickly, despite other factors. All that's left now is the rite itself.” I turned to Yargug as I gestured at the paper he was holding. “I trust you to take care of the equipment in the morning. For now, just head home. We'll meet back here tomorrow to brainstorm some more formations.” The recruits nodded as they stood and started moving towards the door. I stretched as I leaned back and started weighing the odds again. “They're still not ideal, but they're better than if I hadn't gone this route. Only time will tell the outcome now.”



Every time the trainers came back they would somehow outdo themselves in ferocity. boom bang crash Today was no exception. bang thoom clang the absence of the others meant they had nothing weighing them down. clang boom swish Whatever the orcs lacked in stamina they more than made up for in raw strength. slash bang thoom I'm stronger amongst other humans, but these orcs outpaced me at least threefold. clang boom bang In a one-on-one situation, I might have a chance outlasting them, but here I had no hope of obtaining such an advantage. bash thoom Smash I recoiled and fell backward as one of the orcs got past my shield again and bashed me in the face. I coughed as pain washed over me. I felt blood drip down my arm as my swollen cheek radiated painfully. I lay there for a moment, allowing the pain to wash over me briefly, then slowly crawled to my feet again and returned to a fighting stance, glaring at my opponents. The three orcs I was fighting glared angrily at me in return and panted from exertion. I tilted my head and smirked at the finally exhausted reserves. “Who’s ready to go again?” I taunted sluggishly. The orcs just continued to pant as they glared at me.

Suddenly, one of the orcs waiting by the barn broke through the crowd and strode forward, staring daggers at me. “Explain It To Me, Outsider!” He roared loudly. I turned to him as I felt my smirk fall away. I jabbed his finger at me heatedly. “What pushes you to stand up time and time again? What could you possibly be fighting for? What drives you to take these beatings day after day?” Bulak stepped forward to intercept him, but I raised my hand and signaled her to stop. She faltered as the orc shouted angrily. “You face impossible odd with little chance of success. Your combative skills here should make your fortunes in the arena dismally apparent. What could possibly be driving you to defy your fate? What Delusions Do You Hold That Tell You Of Your Success!?”

I took a few panting breaths as he stopped in front of me. He kept glaring eye contact as he growled angrily. I let out an exhaustive sigh as I felt my shoulders sag. “You want to know why I'm doing this? Why I'm weathering such rigorous training? Why I tolerate such unforgiving blows?” The orc just continued to glare angrily at me, not saying a word. I straightened my back and brought myself up to glare at him in response. I scowled as I gestured towards the gate angrily. “It's because of Almar,” I growled firmly. The orcs near the barn were now staring at me expectantly. The orc in front of me just glowered as he heard me speak. I felt a fresh wave of energy as I thought about what I was saying. My anger grew as I started monologuing. “Because of what he's done to this tribe and this city, because of the suffering he has inflicted on me and these people. Because of what he will do if no one can stand up to him. Because if I don't destroy him and the culture that makes people like him then no one will. Because I Was Too Weak To Protect Someone And She Died Because Of It!” I felt reinvigorated as I finished ranting. My pains and sores were gone as I glared at the orc. He stared coldly back as his scowl held firm. I turned and stared around at the orcs near the barn. There was an unexpected apprehension about them. I could almost see sympathetic frowns on a few of them. I felt my shoulders sag again as I saw their unwavering movement. “You may not like this explanation; you may not believe this explanation, but it's why I'm fighting, and why I will continue to fight until Adympia is nothing but a pile of ashes.” I turned back to the orc that started the tangent. His visage held firm as he stood there. I met his glaring gaze as I poured my heart into my next words. “That is what drives me to fight. I refuse to let others suffer because of my own inactions and weaknesses. I refuse to let the weak fall to the whims of the cruel. The world is unfair, but I’ll try my damndest to bring justice to those that deserve it. ” I let out a calming sigh as I felt myself relax again. The orc in front of me had neither moved nor said a word. He merely continued to glare at me as I stood there and panted. I gestured towards the orcs I was fighting as I glared at the one in front of me. “Now, is there anything else you want to say?” I asked a little challengingly. “I would much rather I get back to training, but if you have something to say, say it now.”

The orc panted for a few moments, his chest heaving in anger as he continued to glare at me. He finally let out a low sigh and briefly bowed his head. He appeared to ponder something as he stood there. He finally looked and stared at me, a much softer expression on his face. “You hold your shield out too far.” He replied, grabbing the edge and directing it closer to my torso. “Hold it in like this so that you do not waste energy. It may recoil into you with a blow, but better a blunted blow that a sharpened one.”

I nodded as I took in this first real piece of advice, a useful strategy in a battle. I hefted the shield closer to my torso as I nodded. “Thank you. I'll make sure to do that.” The orc nodded as he turned and trudged back to the barn. I panted as I watched him retreat. The others glanced at him hesitantly as he rejoined them. The anger that had graced their faces had somewhat vanished, replaced with what looked like thoughtful disgust. I turned to the three orcs I'd been sparring. “Shall we continue?” I asked them calmly, reinvigorated by the tangent. They glanced at each other hesitantly, then returned to fighting stances. I grinned to myself as I fell back into a fighting stance and we continued sparring.



The orcs were much more agreeable after that. They didn't let up on their strikes, but they were much more helpful in their advice. We sparred for another two hours before the sun sank low enough for me to call it a day. I let out a sigh as I lowered my weapons and stretched my aching neck. “Alright, I'll see you all in the morning,” I called towards the orcs. They reluctantly nodded and made their way down the hill. They didn't say anything as they trudged away, their faces contorted in thought. I felt a glimmer of hope as I saw their uncertainty. “That means their ways aren’t set in stone, as hard as it may be to change them. That’s nice to know. I just need to convince more orcs about my intentions.” I stretched as I slowly limped towards the barn door again. Bulak closed the gap and began helping me walk. “That was an interesting development,” I remarked, feeling my muscles ache from the pain.

Bulak chuckled and nodded, draping my arm over her shoulder. “You chose your words wisely. You appear to have convinced them of your devotion.”

I chuckled as we approached the barn. “Thanks. Hopefully, the rest of the city can be convinced like that.”

Bulak shrugged as she adjusted my arm on her shoulder. “Perhaps. That matter is unknown at the moment. For now, I suggest you focus your attention on your rite. Your time grows short after all.”

I chuckled again as I wiped a trail of blood from my face. “Not much else I can do now. Might as well enjoy the victories as they come.”

Bulak chuckled in response as she reached for the door. “It is encouraging that your spirits are high. However, there is still the grim future of the rite. You cannot allow yourself to lose focus over a small battle, especially when the last of the war looms on the horizon.”

I chuckled as Bulak and I finally reached the barn. “You got a point there. I’ll keep that in mind.” Bulak grinned as she reached for the door and pulled it open. This time Brokil was standing just beyond.

He tilted his head as he saw my injuries and my arm draped over Bulak’s shoulder. “You seem to have followed my advice.” He remarked sarcastically, a grin flickering onto his face. I chuckled and nodded as I felt a drop of blood falling from my finger. The warm blood dripping down my arm was oddly satisfying if a little painful. I wasn’t too worried about the gashes they were coming from. I just needed a bit of time to heal. Brokil grinned and waved us over to a chair. “I should be able to heal most of those before the others arrive.” He remarked.

I nodded again as Bulak guided me over into the chair. “Thanks again. Target the gashes if you will. I don’t want to lose too much blood before the rite.”

Brokil nodded as I was lowered into the chair. I felt myself finally relax as Brokil began examining my wounds. “I should be finished momentarily.” I nodded and tilted my head back as Brokil began working on my wounds. “I can tell the trainers still don't like me, not by a long shot, but they certainly don't despise me like before. Hopefully, I can do the same for everyone else in the city.” After a moment or two, Brokil finished with my injuries and stood. I let out a relaxing sigh as I sat there for another moment before finally standing, flexing my fingers. “I can sow the seeds of doubt in each of them, then all I need to do is wait for those seeds to germinate.”

 I grinned as I turned to Bulak. “Almar is going to regret attacking Snakhagr,” I said confidently. “It’s only a matter of time.” Bulak grinned and seemed about to say something but was interrupted by a knock at the door. I turned to it as Brokil turned and moved to open the door. “But that's for later. Right now, I have a rite to go through.” I walked over to the table as the recruits entered the barn. I tidied up the papers on it as I glanced their way. They seemed much more energized and ready for the next few hours. I turned to Yargug as the thought of the list crossed my mind. “Alright, what did Shurkul say about the equipment? Is he able to make it?” I asked as I sat down.

Yargug nodded as he gestured behind him. “He can make what the arena lacks,” He replied, taking a seat next to me. “But he will need specifics for the knives. I believe he said balance is necessary for those designed for throwing. I have already specified my design for my weapon.”

I nodded as I turned to Yamarz. “You'll have to visit him tomorrow to get that sorted. He’ll probably have it finished within the time needed.” He nodded as they all took a seat and got ready for one of our last meetings. “Perfect. If there's nothing else worth mentioning.” I waited for someone to speak up. There wasn’t a peep as I sat there. I gestured towards the table in front of us. “Then let's continue.”



I held nothing back on the last day of training. boom bang crash Then again neither did the orcs. clang bash boom They did, however, give really good advice whenever they got past my guard. swish bang Smash I fell to my knees as a blunted spear managed to evade my sword and hit my stomach. I felt a churning sensation swell up. I knelt there for a few moments as I tried to keep my lunch. Finally, the churning subsided, and I slowly crawled to my feet. The orc that had struck me stepped forward and held out his hand. “Your sword.” He requested. I obliged and placed the hilt in his hand. He held it up and waved it around demonstratively. “Try to find the center. It should be a few inches from the guard. Using it allows you to quickly change where you point your weapon. You will save your strength that way as well.”

I nodded as he handed the blade back to me. “I'll keep that in mind,” I said, glancing at my watch. 6:15 I let out a sigh as I stretched, feeling the usual barrage of damage coming to the forefront of my mind.“I think that's all for today.” I said, turning to the other orcs. “I thank all of you for your efforts in this endeavor. They were most beneficial to the end goal. There’s no need for you to come back tomorrow, I need one day of rest myself. The next time you see me, it'll hopefully be in the arena, fighting for what I earned on the field of battle. I can only hope that fortunes smile upon me. I’ll probably need it in the arena.” The orcs glanced at each other as I finished speaking. They didn't walk off like they usually did; they just stood there, silently. Their faces were still apprehensive. It was as if many of them were teetering on saying something while the rest were looking at them warily. Finally, one of the orcs started walking towards me. It was the same orc that had gone off yesterday, the same one that had struck the first blow during that first sparring session. “I guess he likes being vocal.” I thought.

He slowly walked up to me as he glared, his face a stony expression and contempt. He finally stopped, staring directly at me. I waited for him to speak as usual, but surprisingly, he didn't. Instead, after a few moments of silence, he extended his hand. I looked down at it, then back at him. “May the gods smile upon your endeavors.” He finally growled. I felt a twinge of confusion cross my face. There were many things I expected him to say, but that definitely wasn’t one of them. He stared down at me firmly as he kept his hand extended.

I finally realized his sincerity and grinned slightly as I took his hand and shook it. “And may they look upon you with favor as well,” I replied. “I’m sure your perseverance will be richly rewarded.” The orc grinned at the idea, chuckling as we stood there for a moment. As he let go I clenched my fist and brought it up, striking my chest and causing a soft thud to sound, mimicking Kagan’s initial greeting. The orc continued to grin as he copied the motion and struck his chest. I heard several similar thuds emanate from a few of the others, though most still chose to remain still. After that, the ones that had stepped forward turned and began walking down the hill, leaving the others in silence. After another moment, the ones that hadn't moved followed his lead. I turned and, again, limped towards the barn as Bulak walked over.

She grinned as she draped my arm over her shoulder and began helping me towards the door. “You certainly have a way with words.” She remarked. I nodded as the weight of events suddenly dawned on me. “This was the last day of training. What little you learned is all you get for the rite. There's nothing you can do at this point.”

I shook my head and looked up at the barn as I focused my attention on the future. “It's always good to leave off on a positive note,” I replied cheerily. “It gives some optimism for the future. Lord knows I need some optimism right now.”

Bulak nodded as she pulled open the door. “I can understand. You have already put yourself through so much. Yet, you have not scratched the surface of the rite. This was only to prepare you for it.”

I nodded as she guided me over to a chair again, Brokil walking over almost on instinct at this point. I tilted my head back as he began working on my wounds. “This feels wildly different from the battle. Though, that was far more spontaneous, springing up out of nowhere like that. For this, I guess I'm starting to think of all the ways and scenarios that could make it go south.” I let out a sigh as Brokil finished with my injuries. “I was able to do all those things because of the heat of the moment. I might act differently if I don't enter the right mindset. It’s going to be hard to get the inferno without the fuel though.” I stretch my arms as I stood and moved over to the table. “I'll spend the rest of the time memorizing these formations, and anything else we cook up tonight and tomorrow.” There was suddenly a knock at the door. “Speaking of.” I turned and moved towards the door. I grinned as I pulled it open and came face to face with the recruits. “Come on in, the food should be here in a few minutes.” They nodded as they crossed the threshold and walked towards the table. I glanced at Yarmaz as he entered “Did you get the weapons sorted?” The nodded and turned to reveal a satchel. He opened it to reveal at least a dozen polished knives. I nodded as I turned to Yargug. “What about you? Was he able to make it your weapon.?” Yargug nodded as he pulled a length of chain from his shawl. It glinted in the light as he revealed a small spiked ball attached to the end of it. “That’s perfect. Spend some time practicing with that. I imagine you two will want to get used to those.”

Yamarz nodded as he tapped his satchel. “Naturally. I must get used to wielding these after all.” Yamarz said, pulling out one of the daggers and balancing it on his finger. “I should be able to hit any target with these.”

I nodded as Yamarz put the knife away and moved over to the table. “Excellent,” I said encouragingly. “Now then, we only have tomorrow to prepare for the rite. I suggest we use it to study the formations we have and come up with anything else that might be useful.” They nodded as I sat with them. “Let's get started.” I reached for the parchment and noticed my slightly trembling hand. I clenched it as I pulled my notes closer. “Calm down, you still have twenty-four hours to increase your odds. You can do this. You Can Do This.” I let out a sigh as I looked down at my notes.



Not much happened on my last day of preparations. I spent the day studying formations and resting up for the next. What I did that day would greatly affect my performance in the arena. This was probably the most important day of my life so far. Yet, I dreaded its inevitable end, the looming rite just on the horizon. But I couldn’t allow myself to dwell on that, I just had to focus for another day or two. After that, I could celebrate. After that, I could finally relax.

I drank the potion like usual, ate breakfast, even got in some morning stretches to help myself recover. After that, I began pouring over formation after formation and trying to memorize each one. I felt my legs jittering as I sat in the chair and studied. The formations flew through my mind as I rifled through the papers. We’d prepared for every possible combination, defense, offense, utility, versatility, long and short-range. The only limiting factor was our own strengths and weaknesses. I would definitely be a weak point in terms of power. So I would need to rely on my endurance and speed in the arena, the latter of which is still lacking in terms of precision. I would have to play off the others to be effective. We’d have to work together perfectly if we were going to get through this.

The recruits returned at midday for one last brainstorming session. I could tell they felt a bit nervous. Who wouldn’t be? They had little prep time and would be entering with someone that council despises. They would make tomorrow as hard as they possibly could. I tried to get them into the swing of things, but their spirits weren’t all that high, all things considered. I eventually had to concede and send them home, leaving me alone at the table. That was disconcerting, to say the least, but I couldn’t allow myself to be distracted. I spent a couple of hours after that reading my notes on the formations. My leg continued to jitter from nervousness as I ran my fingers along the pages. I found myself reading the same formation over and over again just to calm my nerves and gives me a sense of stability.

The afternoon turned into evening, then into the night, and still, I read. I could feel myself growing tired with each page I went through, but I pushed forward. I guess I hoped that I could delay the rite by avoiding sleep. Eventually, though, my common sense overrode my irrational fear and I crawled into my hammock. I let out a sigh as I resigned myself to my fate and stared up at the slanted rafters of the barn, swaying slightly. “Tomorrow is the day, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Tomorrow I’ll get to see if my efforts pay off. Three weeks of training all leading up to this.” I looked down at my hand and flexed it experimentally. The soreness was now completely gone. “I'm not physically stronger, but the sparring means improved reflexes. It’s not by much, but it’s better than not training at all. Though whether that'll help me in the gauntlet is a whole other thing.” I continued to sway in the hammock as I mulled over my chances. The swaying slowly lulled me to sleep as one more thought drifted through my mind. “Time to see if it's all going to pay off.”

            

    
        24. The Gauntlet

    
    
    
    
                

Bulak



I walked briskly down the hill, morning sun doing little to change the cool air. I sighed to myself as I grew closer to the barn. “Dexter does not need to be at the gauntlet for a while. I trust the other apprentices to make it there; I merely grow concerned about Dexter. He appeared distant and nervous the other day. I could not blame him. Many apprentices experience nerves before their passage. It is often what causes them to fail their rite.” I rounded a corner and saw the barn in the distance. I approached it as I let out another low sigh.“Either way, it would be best for him if he is given an adequate warning to prepare. I may also ease some of his concerns. He may find comfort in my presence.”

I pulled open the door as I heard shuffling parchment, or as Dexter referred to it, paper. He was seated in a chair, back to the door, as he picked up and examined one of the many pages littering the table. I walked over as I heard him mutter to himself. “Me upfront, Urgran and Wurthu to my left and right respectively, with Umurn behind Urgran, Vargan taking the middle, Yargug behind Wurthu, and Yamarz taking the rear; Codename Triceratops. . . I really need to work on my names for these.”

I silently glided behind him and looked over his shoulder. The paper he was reading was a hastily scribbled description of his formation, near illegible as Dexter moved it about. I grinned as I realized he hadn’t noticed me yet. “What are you reading?” I asked suddenly, causing Dexter to jump.

He let out a sigh as he saw who had made the noise. “Jesus, you scared me.” He gasped. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.” He continued as he chuckled. “You don’t want to give me a heart attack before going through the gauntlet, do you?” His eyes suddenly went wide. He looked up at me in fear as a thought appeared to cross his mind. “Is that why you’re here? Is it starting now?”

I chuckled softly as I shook my head. “The gauntlet run will be at midday. Once you and the others have run it, the arena battle will begin. If you are successful, it is off to the Great Hall for a celebration feast. I merely came down to give you an adequate warning beforehand.”

Dexter let out a relieved sigh as he turned back to his papers. “That's good. I don't want the last three weeks to be for nothing because I didn't show up.”

I grinned and nodded as Dexter pulled out another page and looked at it. I tilted my head as I watched him read.  “Did you forget one of your formations?” I asked curiously.

Dexter shook his head as he ran a finger down the page. “I'm just going over these one last time. I don't want to forget one in case I need it.”

I nodded again as Dexter turned to look at another piece of paper. His brow furrowed as he read. I looked down as I noticed his hands were trembling slightly. “What do you plan to do for the gauntlet?” I asked cautiously, looking back up at him.

Dexter let out a sigh as he continued reading. “I'll think of something when I get there.” He shrugged. “For now, I don't know enough to make a plan. I’ll be able to think of something once I get in there. Until then, I’m at a loss, unless you have any advice for particular obstacles.” He glanced up at me as he finished his explanation.

I frowned as I shook my head. “Nothing I have not already told you; avoid the moving objects and be careful of the platforms you stand on. They may pivot and reveal the pit below you.”

Dexter nodded as he sighed and picked up another page. “I just hope I don't have to dodge any actual blades in there.”

I shook my head as I sat in the chair next to him. “If they have any weapons in there they are as dull as the practice blades you used. The builders will not kill you if they can help it, but they will make defeat immensely painful.” Dexter nodded as he continued to stare at the page, eyes gliding back and forth. He did not continue the conversation, merely read the paper he was holding. We sat there in silence for a moment, neither of us resuming to talk. Dexter's free hand was drumming on the table. taptaptaptap . . taptaptaptap I looked down and noticed his leg was shaking slightly. I thought back to his actions during the last week, how he had repeated these same actions throughout with a stifled nervousness that he could no longer suppress. I leaned forward and placed a hand on his, causing him to stop and turn to me. His nervousness was apparent in his expression. I let out a sigh as I chose my next words carefully. “Despite what I said prior, I believe that you can complete the rite. With all the effort that you have put in, you are certain to leave the arena victorious.”

Dexter grinned briefly, his nervousness momentarily melting away. His face fell again as he let out a sigh and turned back to his notes. “Thanks, but I can't take all the credit. You helped a bunch with the training, not to mention the potion Brokil made. I doubt I'd be here without you two.”

I nodded as I gently squeezed his hand. “Our help would have been pointless without your own efforts. No one pushed you to train so thoroughly. Not even Agrob would have pushed you to such intense ends. You do not have anyone to thank but yourself.”

Dexter chuckled and nodded as he turned back to the pile of papers. “I guess you're right, but that still doesn't dismiss the time and effort you've given for this.” He picked up a different page and tilted as head as he began to read. “You've helped a lot, including the thing with the . . .” He trailed off as he placed the page down and tapped his head.

I nodded as I understood what he was referring to and squeezed his hand again. “You have still achieved this through your own efforts. No one else spent hours sparring with countless opponents. No one else organized to find apprentices for the arena. No one else created an elaborate plan to ensure success during the rite.” I leaned forward as I put emphasis on my next words. “No one else was so driven, to do all of this and still have enough confidence to dream of success.”

Dexter grinned wide as he looked down. He was quiet for a moment, then looked back up at me. I felt my heart skip a beat at what he said next, an expression of tranquility crossing his face. “Thank you, I really needed to hear that. I don't know where I'd be without you.” I grinned back and nodded as he turned back to his papers. He let out a sigh as he looked at the mess in front of him. “Now then, back to my notes.” I nodded again as I watched him pick up another piece of paper, my hand still squeezing his.



Dexter



Bulak spent two or three hours sitting beside me. Her presence was comforting to my nervous state. I managed to read through my entire list of formation, twice. At this point, nothing short of a concussion would make me forget them. The first read-through would've done that, but I didn't want to move yet. I wanted to savor this moment for a while longer. Finally, Bulak stood up, let go of my hand, and gestured towards the door. “We had better leave soon; it would be rude to leave them waiting.”

I thought for a moment then nodded as I stood and stretched. I felt my jeans scrape along my leg. A thought occurred to me. “Let me get changed first. Jeans are comfortable, but they'll probably slow me down a bit during the rite. I have a better idea for pants.” Bulak nodded as she watched me move over to one of the boxes. I reached in and pulled out the last pair of unworn shorts. “No matter what happens today, I'll need to find a way to clean these.” I moved to circle the car as I glanced over my shoulder. “I'll be right back.” Bulak nodded again as I disappeared behind the corner. I flexed my hand, causing several joints to emit a small pop, as I began to change into my shorts. “Three weeks of training for this.” I removed my jeans and folded them neatly. “Two weeks of incomplete combat practice and one week of hardcore training.” I placed the jeans aside and picked up the shorts and began pulling them on. “Hopefully the recruits are up to the prospect of the gauntlet. It would suck if some of them didn’t make it though.” I let out a relaxed sigh as I finished changing pants and began to stretch, warming up my legs for the events ahead. “Nothing else left to do but dive in headfirst. Let’s see how deep these waters go.” I stood and moved back around the car, cool air chilling my now exposed calves.

Bulak looked me up and down as I walked towards her. She grinned as she saw the confident smile on my face. “Are you ready?” She asked happily. “Ready as I'll ever be.”

I nodded as I slammed my fist into my palm and stopped in front of her. “Let's do this,” I replied confidently. Bulak nodded and turned towards the door. I followed her as I went through my mental checklist one more time.



My imagination tends to come up with worst-case scenarios. Even small details increase my paranoia about their validity. Before each exam, I’d imagine my calculator breaking. Before each semester, I’d imagine getting lost on my way to class. I’d even imagine missing textbooks for important subjects. I swear my calculus class was cursed. Every time it happens I grow more convinced that the world hates me and wants me to know it beforehand. I'm surprised at how often my paranoia turns out to be true.

Bulak led me up the hill and towards the Great Hall. She gestured towards it as she explained. “The gauntlet is beneath the Hall. We will enter the hall before descending.” I nodded as we approached one of the doors. “The preparations room is there. You are meant to wait there before you enter the gauntlet. The builders always have a few words for any trainees going through a rite. Hopefully, they give words of encouragement.” I nodded as we moved toward the staircase at the end of the hall. I expected her to use the one I went up before; Instead, she crossed the hall towards a door I hadn't noticed before. She pushed it open and disappeared through it. I followed her in and down a wide flight of stairs. The wooden walls turned to stone as we spiraled down. The air around us grew colder and grew damp as we descended. We passed a few doors as we walked, but Bulak moved past them and further into the hill the Great Hall sat upon. Finally, the staircase leveled out and we emerged into a damp room lit by braziers and lined with wooden benches. The grey stone composing the walls were slick with water, spite the fires burning in the iron braziers. Three doors led off the room, one in each wall. I saw Wurthu sitting on one of the benches, leaned against the wall, eyes closed, sleeping soundly. Bulak turned, approached the door on the left, and knocked, causing her blows to echo off the damp walls of the room. There was a pause, then the door was pushed open by an orc.

He gave Bulak a curious look as he spotted her. “Lady Bulak. What are yo-” He stopped as he noticed me standing behind her. His confused expression quickly turned into a scowl. “I see.” He spotted Wurthu on the bench behind us. “Is this all of them?” He asked dismissively.

I shook my head as I gestured towards the staircase we just walked down. “There are five others,” I explained. “After they get here, we can get started.”

He nodded as he gestured at the benches. “Take a seat then. Notify me when the rest arrive. Otherwise, do not bother us.” I nodded, prompting him to step back through the door and close it behind him.

I let out a sigh as I turned and sat on one of the benches. “So much for words of encouragement.” I sighed.

Bulak nodded as she sat beside me. “Most still do not think kindly of you. One can only hope that this will change that. In any case, it is not time to encourage, considering not all the recruits are here yet.”

I nodded as I looked up at Wurthu; he still hadn't moved from his sleeping position. “All we can do is wait then,” I replied. “Hopefully they’ll be able to make it through.” Bulak nodded as she leaned back against the wall. I let out a sigh as I interlocked my fingers and brought them up to let my head rest on top of them. I felt my leg tremble as we waited.

We didn’t have to wait long for someone else to walk into the room. Yargug trudged down the steps not long after me and Bulak and glanced around. I waved to him as I let out a low sigh. “Hey. You ready for this?” I asked nervously.

Yargug nodded as he sat on another empty bench, the braziers casting a dancing light across his face. “As much as I can be.” He sighed. “I am hesitant at the specifications I desired. I am fearful I made a mistake choosing this design.”

I tilted my head as I stared at him. “How so? Are you afraid it’ll be too heavy? How big did you make the flail? I know you made the chain really long. How big is the ball? and the handle?”

Yargug let out a sigh and shook his head as he gestured. “My weapon has no handle and the ball is no ball at all. I requested Shurkul create my weapon with a hooked dagger on the end. There is more utility in a slashing weapon with a long reach.”

I let out an exasperated sigh as I shifted in my seat. His change of plans just threw a wrench into mine. “Are you sure you’d be able to use something like that?” I asked, angrily. “I saw what you were able to do with that flail. You wouldn’t get power like that with a dagger.”

Yargug let out a sigh as he gestured dismissively. “Power is useless without a blade to direct it.” He countered. “In any regard, I am certain I will be able to utilize the weapon. My initial hope for the flail was to control a large space with the reach of the chain. Unfortunately, the handle was unwieldy and the chain was far too short. It was too stiff for my tastes.”

I let out another angered sigh as I rubbed my head. “Why would-“ I stopped as Bulak gently placed a hand on my shoulder. She gave me a calmingly and I felt myself relax a bit.

She looked up at Yargug as my shoulder’s slumped. “Such a weapon sounds rather unorthodox.” She remarked. “Are you certain it would be useful in the arena? I would expect the beast to be rather large. A mere chain and dagger would not be a formidable weapon against the likes of that.”

Yargug nodded as he let out a sigh. “Gashur certainly believes such. Fortunately, there are methods to combat besides ours. My father was adamant about learning Varthug tactics.”

Bulak furrowed her brow as she tilted her head. “How does your father know of such tactics? The tribes are secretive about their battle styles. Surely he would not know how to carry himself on their battlefield.”

Yargug rubbed his neck as he appeared to consider for a moment. He seemed to be hesitant at what he was about to say. “That is the matter in its entirety, you see.” He explained. “My father was not born in Gashur. He is from Varthug, one of the merchants that made the journey with the caravan.”

Bulak let out an intrigued hum as she leaned back in her seat. “Remarkable. I had not heard of any of the merchant retiring to remain in Gashur. Tell me, what encouraged him to remain instead of returning home?”

Yargug chuckled as he glanced towards one of the braziers. He watched the flames dance for a moment as he spoke. “My father says it was his love for my mother to remain. My mother jests that he was merely too cowardly to make the trip again.” He shook his head slightly as he turned back to us. “In any regard, they found each other and appear happy with their lot in life, despite their meager beginnings.”

Bulak nodded as she appeared to consider something. “What is his profession now? If not a merchant, what has he chosen to become?”

Yargug gestured towards the door as he explained. “He has taken up a builder’s position. It is not rich work, but it is sufficient for his needs.”

Bulak nodded as a grin flickered across her face. “A most noble profession.” She remarked. “I am certain Snakhagr is thankful for his efforts.”

Yargug nodded as he grinned in response. “That, I am also certain of. He is a great and honest man if a little passive in some cases. He always encouraged his children to follow their hearts. I am certain he would approve of my choices, even if he is not aware of them yet.”

I furrowed my brow as I stared at him. “He doesn’t know you’re going through the rite?” I asked curiously.

Yargug nodded calmly as he gestured towards the door again. “I wish for that matter to be a surprise. He may wish for us to follow our hearts, but he will still be concerned for our safety. Going through a rite of passage with an outsider may not be dangerous, but it is certainly risky.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the stairway. I could hear footsteps echoing down. “Sounds like someone else is on the way,” I remarked. I turned back to Yargug as his latest words echoed in my mind. “It can’t be that dangerous. I can still hold my own in there, at least for a while.”

Yargug shook his head as he too glanced towards the stairway. “That is not what I am referring to.” He countered, turning back to me. “The city still dislikes you and your presence here, even if the Northern District has come to appreciate your help. The others still despise you.”

I nodded and rubbed my head as I thought about the rite. “That’s the whole point of this.” I sighed. “Chief Dubak would’ve disapproved of my title outright if he thought I could never convince the other districts. This is probably my best and only way to convince them I’m on their side. I might never get a chance like this again. It’s especially prudent to obtain the title in general. I might need to use authoritative power like that in the future.”

Bulak turned to me and frowned. “Do not think you can use it on a whim. Such high authority with certain expectations.”

I nodded as I turned to the stairway again. Vargan stepped into the room and glanced around. Wurthu’s eyes were flickering slightly as his breathing grew irregular. I turned back to Bulak as I gestured dismissively. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thoughts like that are for the future though. For now, we should focus on the rite. I can concern myself with expectations and responsibilities later.” I turned to Vargan. “How are you feeling about this? Ready for the rite?”

Vargan nodded and let out a nervous sigh as he sat next to Yargug. “As ready as I can ever be.” He replied hesitantly. He began rubbing his chin as he glanced at the far door. “I am hesitant about our preparations. A single week of training is laughably short in comparison to such an important event. Surely we are being overconfident in this regard.”

I let out a groan and nodded as I tilted my head back. “It’s definitely not ideal,” I admitted. “but it’s all we have to work with.” I glanced towards Wurthu as he sat up suddenly, letting out a gasp as he looked around. “Did you have a nice nap?” I asked.

Wurthu nodded as he rubbed his head. “I came down early.” He let out a long sigh as he stretched. “I did not wish to burden others with a wait. Evidently, I arrived startlingly early. I was unable to remain awake in this dreary place.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the braziers around us. Their flames rose high as they consumed more of the wood within them. I stretched my neck and felt muted pops as I considered what the gauntlet might entail. “Hopefully it won’t be all that bad.” I prayed. “We just have to get through and make it to the arena. Then we can put our training to good use. Until then, a dangerous obstacle course stands in our path.”

Wurthu, Yargug, Vargan, and Bulak nodded. Bulak glanced towards the staircase as another set of footsteps started echoing down the steps, shortly followed by another. “It would seem the brothers are approaching.” She remarked. “Soon they will open the gauntlet and the rite will begin.”

I nodded as I stretched again and glanced at the two unopen doors. “Which one goes into the gauntlet anyway?” I asked. “Surely there aren’t three rooms off of this one.”

Bulak shook her head as she gestured towards the far door. “That one leads into the gauntlet. The other is a return path, in case one finds themselves fallen from the path of the gauntlet.”

I nodded as I glanced towards each respective door. Now that she had pointed it out, I could see a subtle engraving, almost invisible in the dancing flames. The old image of a sprinting orc was carved into the wet wood. The orc was in the middle of some kind of jump, but that’s all I could tell at the moment. I didn’t feel like getting up to examine the door. The other one had a set of stairs carved into it, with an orc ascending them in a defeated expression. It honestly should have been obvious, now that I saw it. “I need to work on my observational skills. I should have spotted that when I walked in.” I shook my head as I focused on the present. “I can work on that later. Right now, it’s time for the rite.” I turned to the stairs as Umurn and Urgran walked in, breathing deep as they approached. “How are you guys feeling?” I asked. “Ready for the gauntlet?”

Umurn and Urgran nodded as they sat with Vargan. Urgran stretched as he let out a yawn. “I must admit as remained awake longer than I should have last night. I am awake, but my body is heavy with lethargy. I may attempt to take a nap before it all begins.”

I nodded as I felt myself frown and Umurn tapped his hand onto his brother’s shoulder. I sighed as I glanced towards the stairway. “You still have time. Yamarz still has to show up. We can’t really start this thing without him.” They nodded as they both let out a low sigh. I glanced at my watch as I felt my leg beginning to tremble. “He should be here shortly. Wurthu has been here for a while, but the rest of us got here only a little while ago. So, I’m guessing Yamarz is going to follow you two soon.”

Umurn and Urgran nodded as Urgran leaned on the wall behind him. “That is comforting,” Urgran remarked. “I suppose I should get rest while I can. Once I enter the gauntlet, I have little doubt that I shall remain awake for the rest of the day.”

I nodded as I glanced towards Wurthu. He was stretching his neck back and forth. I yawned and scratched my own as I let out a sigh. “What about you, Wurthu? You feel good about all this?”

Wurthu let out a sigh as he glanced towards the door. “As well as one can.” He remarked. “I must admit I am apprehensive about our success. I can only imagine the beast they send into the arena. I am uncertain they would present us with one that could be slain.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh and rubbed my head. “As I said before, it’s not an ideal situation, but it’s the one we’ve got so we might as well take what we’re given.”

Wurthu nodded as he let out a sigh. “I am hopeful that my assumption is ill-founded. However, it is impossible to banish one's own doubts.”

I nodded as I drummed my fingers on my other hand. I was starting to have my own doubts about the ordeal. So many variables to consider. Not enough time to reduce them all. I hook my head as I let out a calming sigh. “Stop. Don’t let yourself get distracted. You can’t reduce something like this so you shouldn’t. Just calm down and focus.” I turned towards Bulak as my leg continued to jump nervously. “How long does a run usually take?” I asked curiously. “If there are seven of us, how long will it take for all of us to get through the gauntlet?”

Bulak glanced towards the far door as she thought. “With all of you, it should take all but two hours to complete this portion of the rite of passage. You will be in the arena shortly.”

I nodded as I heard one last set of footsteps descending the stairs, tapping down them quickly. Yamarz would be here shortly. I turned to Bulak as I felt my heart pounding in my chest. “Thanks again for your help,” I said nervously. “I’m glad you agreed to train me for this.”

Bulak grinned as the quick footsteps grew louder. “It was my pleasure.” She assured me. “I am glad to have learned more about you, even if your demeanor was disrupted by your affliction.”

I nodded as I turned to the stairway and saw Yamarz, dashing in and placing his hands on his knees as he panted. I turned to Bulak as I stood to knock on the door again. “Hopefully it’s all going to pay off. I can figure out what I’ll do after. For now,-” I lifted my hand and rapped on the door in the left wall.  

There was another pause and then the orc that had answered before pushed open the door. He looked at me then glanced at the others on the benches around the room. He turned back to me as he let out an annoyed sigh. “It would seem that you are all here.” He growled annoyedly. “Let us begin.” He turned to walk back in but stopped as he glanced and saw Bulak. He gestured towards her then towards the stairs. “You may leave for now. There is not a reason for you to remain.” Bulak glanced at me, questioningly.

I thought about the idea for a moment then nodded. “Make sure Amelia gets to the arena. I think she’s still studying that spellbook.” Bulak nodded and stood as walked towards the stairwell, giving me one final wave before disappearing from view.

The orc waited for her footsteps to disappear before he turned and addressed us. He let out a sigh as he glanced at each of us in turn. “I assume you all are familiar with the process, but as a required courtesy I shall relay it. You enter individually, the rest remaining in here to wait their turn. As a cautionary measure, you will exit through a different doorway. We cannot have you exposing tricks or obstacles to others. If you complete the course you will be given a validating token and instructed to head down to the arena for the second portion of the rite. If you fail, you will be sent home empty-handed. As an additional courtesy, and since none of you have experienced a real battle, you will be given three attempts to clear the course. Failing in an obstacle will mean you will start from the beginning. If you fail your third attempt, you have failed the passage. Are there any other questions?” I glanced around at the others. They shifted slightly as they started going through their own nervous motion, but none of them raised a question. The orc nodded as he gestured towards the door at the end of the hallway. “Then we will begin in a moment. I will return shortly and have a contender chosen by lots. Once it is your turn, you will enter the doorway and begin.” I nodded as he turned and disappeared through the door behind him.

I stretched and turned to the others as a silence fell over the room, punctuated occasionally by the crackling of the brazier. Several joints popped as I pressed on my knuckles. “You guys ready for this?” I asked casually, trying to break the silence.

Vargan let out a low groan as he sat forward and clutched his hands to his head. “This is sarding insane.” He exclaimed. “I only have a year's worth of training, some of you barely anymore; and yet, here we sit waiting to enter the gauntlet with such a small group of apprentices. It is not a guarantee for us to complete this and move on to the arena. We might only have one of us make it through and he will still need to overcome the challenge in the arena.” His speech continued as he began listing reasons for our failure. I realized he wasn't going to stop anytime soon.

“Calm down.” I interrupted loudly. “That's what the last week has been for. It's why I need your help to complete the rite. There's strength in numbers, yes. We might not stand a chance if not all of us make it through, but we can worry about the arena later. For now, we should focus on the task at hand, the gauntlet. There's no point in worrying about a future that might not happen.” Vargan sighed and nodded as he let his head fall into his hands. He appeared to calm down at my reasoning. I looked around at everyone else again. Their nervousness remained, but it was more muted than before. I gestured towards the far door as I tried to lift their spirits a bit more. “As long as we do our best and give it our all, we can do this.” They sat in warry silence as the door was pushed open again, this time feeding two orcs into the room. One held a roll of parchment while the other carried an iron cauldron.

The first orc cleared his throat as he unrolled the parchment. His eyes drifted back and forth as he began reading the page aloud. “Welcome, initiates. Today, you embark on a journey, a journey through a perilous gauntlet to test your mettle and prove your worth for the arena. This is the first step on your road to greatness; to become a soldier for the tribe of Gashur. Many have attempted before you and many more will after, but today it is your turn to make this journey. Should you succeed, there will be but one final obstacle between you and your goal. However, that is the future. For the moment, you must face the gauntlet. Prepare yourself, for we only accept those that can prove themselves.” He rolled the scroll back up and looked at us. “We will now determine which of you will enter first. Please step up and draw from the cauldron.” The others stood and moved over to the cauldron. We each took a turn pulling a wooden token from the cauldron, orcish numeral indicating who would go when. I felt my hairs stand on end as I pulled my token from the cauldron. “│╱” “Shit, I'm going last.” I glanced at the others, their reactions to their outcome were mixed. Their faces ranged from nervous to relieved. The orc holding the cauldron nodded and stepped back as Vargran pulled the last token from the cauldron. “Now that you have your token would the first one please make themselves known.” Yamarz stepped forward and raised his disk a single “╱” sat proudly in the center. The orc nodded and gestured at the door at the far end of the hall. “Then please step through and begin. The rest await our signal.” Yamarz nodded nervously and moved towards the door.

I let out a nervous sigh as Yamarz reached for the handle. “Good luck,” I called out as he pulled the door open. Yamarz glanced back and nodded as he stepped through. The door closed itself once Yamarz stepped over the threshold. I let out a sigh as I moved back over to one of the benches, gazing at my token. “At least I have time to think. Then again, that might turn out to be a bad thing. Just deal with what I have.”



Going last sucks. I was forced to wait and watch as the room slowly emptied, ten-minute intervals between each of them. I tried to voice words of encouragement as they entered, but I ended up just repeating the same two words every time the door opened. A half-hearted “Good luck” was all I could come up with. No one spoke as each one of them was told to enter the gauntlet and begin the rite. Finally, I was the last one in the room. I looked down at my token as I waited for the orc to come back through the door. The wood was rough and heavy in my palm, the symbol carved into it a testament to my poor luck. “Of course I had the last token. I couldn’t have it be over and done with. I had to be the last one to see if I am able to complete their obstacles.” Finally, after fifteen minutes, the door was pushed open and the orc stepped through. I stood and walked over. “Did they make it?” I asked, nervously.

The orc just pointed towards the door at the end of the hallway as he scowled down at me. “You will know if you make it through the gauntlet.” He growled. “At present, it is your turn.” I nodded as I turned to the door. I felt my heart pounding nervously in my chest as I walked.“One other thing.” He interrupted loudly, causing me to stop. I turned back to him, confused at what he could possibly say next. The orc had a sly grin on his face, almost mockingly smug. “You will be participating under modified rules.” He sneered. “You are not like the others. Certain courtesies they were given cannot be extended to you.”

 My curiosity quickly turned into disgust as he spoke. “What do you mean modified rules?” I asked credulously. “What are you conspiring?”

The orc grinned at my confusion and held up three fingers. “The others were given three chances.” He dropped two of his fingers and left only his index finger standing. “Since you were supposedly involved in a battle, you only get one.” His grin grew wider as he saw my expression change.

My disgust turned to anger. I felt like punching him. I wanted him to hurt. I clenched my fist as I held back the impulse and glared angrily at the orc. “Are you fucking Kidding Me?” I barked angrily. “I Barely Survived That Battle! Why The Fucking Rule Change? How Is That Fair?”

The orc let out a chuckle as he shook his head gleefully. “There is no such thing as fair.” He retorted. “Only opportunity, and those too cowardly to take it.”

I clenched my fist tighter as I realized what he was saying. My heart pounded in my ears as I felt like charging him. I clenched my jaw as I fought the urge to lash out. I took a deep breath as I stared at the orc. “Do you really think Bulak is going to let this fly?” I growled. “I tell her about this, and I can't even imagine what she'd do to you.”

The orc just grinned and let out a short laugh. “You assume that the council will believe her.” He replied cockily. “If you emerged soaking wet she can deduce that you fell at least once. Considering the time since we last sent a trainee through, she may safely assume that you merely failed the rite and have taken to bemoaning your poor skill with blame. I and my builder comrades will gladly corroborate a story of miserable failure should we be questioned. No amount of complaints will be able to change that fact.” I panted and looked down at my token as I realized something. Out of all the token in there I was the one that had to get this one. “They planned this from the start. How could they have done that? There's no way they could've known I'd draw this. The number of factors is astronomical. Unless . . .” I gritted my teeth as I realized my situation. They had orchestrated this from the start. They were determined that I get this disadvantage, with no one able to protest on my behalf. I let out shuddering breaths as I forced myself to calm. “There's no point in yelling, besides you don't know where Bulak is. By the time you found her, the rite would be over and you'd lose your title.” I let out a sigh as I looked at the token again. I wasn't getting out of this through force. I had to play by their rules, no matter how unfair.

I turned and glared back at the orc. He continued to smile happily as he saw my rage. I let out a snort of derision as I relaxed my shoulders and forced myself to calm. “Alright, let's get this started then.” I fumed.

The orc grinned wide and pointed towards the door. “You know what to do.” He sang. I turned and marched over as I felt my chest burn with rage. “Fucking Inconsistent, Dishonest Bullshit.” The engraving on the door became clearer as I approached. The carved orc appeared to be sweating in the mural. Either that or it was some other substance. I let out a stifled growl as I pulled the door open sharply and stepped inside. I was immediately hit by a gust of cool air, causing goosebumps to sprout across my arms and legs. I looked around as I panted heatedly, each breath chilling my chest with cold air. This new room was massive, a gigantic cavern of rock complete with a lake of water a short distance below me. The sounds of ambient drips echoed around the walls as I stood on the damp stone surface. I was on some sort of large stone column, flattened at the top to allow others to stand on it. I heard a loud wooden creak and looked out across the cavern. A path of obstacles stretched out before me; swinging balls, blades, and, somehow, mobile teetering platforms and walls, connecting the stone pillar I was on to more across the chasm. The pathway was punctuated by more pillars of stone, platforms all on their own, separating what must have been each obstacle. I turned as I noticed an alcove, illuminated by yellow torchlight, where a group of a dozen orcs sat and watched me. I squinted and noticed a large hourglass figure next to one of them. “Of course they'd time this.” I thought angrily. I looked down at my watched and switched it to stopwatch mode. “In case they try any tricks with time.”

I looked out over the obstacles again as I watched them move and undulate. I could only see parts of the others, but the first one was clear as day. Beyond the first obstacle was a clear stone pillar, stalactites quickly dripping water from above. I stretched my neck as I look out over the path before me. “Time for the first one.” I thought angrily. The first obstacle seemed simple enough, a series of mobile platforms that moved back and forth along the path and seemed to sway with each change in direction. They just a little bigger than my shin, giving me plenty of room to plant my feet on the quickly shifting platform. I looked below them and saw a mess of wooden arms and rotating gears. “Jesus that took some ingenuity. I wonder if- No! No time to admire, just do.” I looked out over the platforms again. The tilting was more than simple arm movements. They seemed to pivot on their own axis, bending this way and that as the arms stopped and started abruptly. “It must be some kind of trick.” I thought as I watched the platforms sway. I stared out for another moment as I analyzed the platforms then took a few steps back, reading myself for the charge. I placed a hand on my stopwatch, ready to officially begin the clock. I took a few deep breaths, psyching myself up for my next action. “Given their movements, the platforms will tilt sharply if I press on one of those platforms. I'll need to be careful. I'll fall if I'm not correctly centered on them.” I took one last long breath as I calmed my nerves for a moment. I tensed my legs and propelled myself forward with all my might, aiming for where one of the platforms would be. I sprinted towards the ledge as fast as I could and jumped off, sailing through the air and stretching my foot towards my first target. The wood groaned as my shoe slammed onto the platform and planted my foot in the center of my target. I didn't give myself a chance to slow and immediately pushing off and leaping towards the next platform. I repeated the process as I quickly bounded across the long gap created by the pillars. I performed this series of rapid-fire hops as I heard the wind whistle in my ears and my heart pounded in my chest. I could feel the wood groan underneath my feet with each landing. I was almost afraid of the wood breaking and my leg slipping through.

I finally came close to the first stone pillar and braced from my final jump to stop on the new pillar. The wet stone refused my movements and propelled me forward, sliding me quickly towards the next obstacle; a maze of swinging blades. I had half a second to register the event and keep my hydroplaning feet from toppling me. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” I had only half a second more to see the swiftly approaching obstacle before me, a wooden bridge extending through a maze of swinging blades. I angrily resigned myself to my fate as the daggers let out loud swishing sounds. “FUCK IT! START RUNNING!” I change the direction of my movement and sprinted forward as the stone ended and the new wood began. The swinging blades were attached to innumerable points and pivots, intruding every which way across the path before me. Some descended from above, others from the side. Some had their flat facing towards me while others had the blade and many others in between. I ducked and dodged as the blade spun sickeningly close to me. I felt several small breezes as I continued to run, moving out of the way before a blade took up the space I was occupying. My body groaned as I twisted and turned my torso to avoid the blunted blades. I lept and rolled as an axe threatened to hit my shin. I ducked as a sword threatened to clonk me in the head. Spears jabbed their way into my path and pushed their way into the soft of my stomach, threatening to topple me from the path. I clutched a hand to my side as I continued my instinct fueled run and focused on the second pillar ahead. My feet pounded on the softwood of the bridge beneath me. I was almost there. I was almost safe. A sharp unexpected pain suddenly radiated through my right shoulder as I neared the home stretch, throwing me forward and onto my side on the second pillar. I slowly slid to a stop as I panted, the cold stone chilling me to my bone. I lay there as I felt pain permeate the shoulder and side.  I brought my hand up and felt where a dull blade had hit me. I could feel a bruise forming as I gasped for air. I waited for as long as I dared, letting the pain subside a bit, then slowly crawled to my feet, looking down at my watch. Barely a minute had passed on the digital interface. I looked up at my audience. A few of them were standing now, staring at me intently. I resisted the urge to flip them off. “Don't antagonize. Don't antagonize.” Instead, I turned to the next obstacle.

Another bridge sat before me, this one much less confined than the last. A series of leather-covered spheres whistled past, crossing the thin wooden bridge in an instant. I looked around as I tried to count the spheres. They moved too fast for me to differentiate any individual one after they got up to speed. I shook my head as I focused on the path ahead. I watched and visualized the areas that would be frequented by the spheres. After a minute I determined the pattern and zones and started walking through. I would wait in a safe space for the ball to roar past, then rush to the next safe zone. I repeated this action across the thin wooden bridge. I felt myself grow impatient as I slowly made my way across the obstacle. “Calm down. If you fall you fail. If you fall you fail.” I took a deep breath as I quickly moved to the next safe space. I waited; one second, two seconds. The next sphere roared past and I sprinted for the next zone. I took a few breaths as I turned and looked at the next ball. I watched it go, go, slow, then begin to travel back. I waited for it to approach. I squinted as I watched the large sphere grow larger. “Hang on. That swing seems a little- OH SHIT!” I sprinted forward as sphere swung where I was standing, scraping the boards below and causing a large rumble to radiate along the path. I had half a second to process the event before I saw the next ball come swinging towards me. I turned and sprinted forward, desperately trying to avoid the spheres that seemed to hone in on me. I leaped the last few feet to the pillar as a sphere nicked the heel of my foot. I finally skidded to a stop as I landed the last pillar and began panting from exertion, free of the swinging balls of doom. I gasped as I glanced at my watch. The stopwatch counted just under four minutes. I looked forward as I refocused on the issue at hand.

The next obstacle was a small jump, ending in a shear wall with a rope hanging along the center. I looked up and saw a set of walls in close proximity to each other, exposed to the lake below as they undulated back and forth in unison, growing closer and further apart in step. I let out a calm breath as I psyched myself up for this next jump. “You can do it. You can do it. You Can Do IT!” I took a few steps back, then sprinted forward, pushing off as I neared the edge and reaching out for the rope. My body slammed into the wood as I grabbed at the rope, gripping it tightly in my fingers. I gasped and gave myself a second to orient myself before pulling myself up. I planted my feet on the wall and used my hands to keep my feet planted as I slowly climbed the ten-foot that separated me from the platform above. My arms and legs ached from the continuous exertion, but I ignored their protests. I climbed up the rope and pulled myself over, panting for a moment before looking out over the stretch between me and the next platform. All that was there were two oscillating walls that I assumed I had to get across. I tilted my head as I caught my breath and climbed to my feet.“Kind of like that spider wall thing.” I thought. I took a few more breaths and then took a step back and waited for the wall to come close again. I sprinted forward once I saw my chance, jumping forward and planting my hands and feet firmly on the swaying walls. I took a second to stabilize myself, then slowly made my way forward. The moving walls made progress slow, requiring me to pause as they grew far apart. My hands and legs started to groan from exertion. My heart pounded in my chest as I kept my muscles tense. I became starkly aware of the bruise now riding my back. I ignored all of it and just focused on the path ahead, moving forward with every chance I got. I panted as I paused for a moment partway along the path. I looked and watched the walls undulate as I realized something. The walls were slowly growing farther apart, making it difficult to move forward. I was now stretching just to stay on during each surge. I quickly realized what they'd done. “Son Of A Bitch! They made it impossible to cross. When I- Stop! Don't think, just do.” I breathed heavily as I kept my hands and feet pressed to the moving walls. I waited a moment for the wall to grow close together then I sprang into action, changing my positioning between the walls. I threw myself up with all my might and twisted my body to the side, bringing my feet to one wall and my hands to another. I crouched into a squatting position as I pushed against the walls as hard as I could. I turned down the obstacle and quickly shuffled forward. Given my height and arm length, I was no longer hindered by oscillating walls. I quickly closed the gap between me and the platform, threw myself off, and collapsed on it, panting. I gasped as my arms and legs screamed from the exertion and grew thankful for the rest. I shook my head to focus myself and looked over the edge as I urged myself to continue. I saw the fourth and last pillar of stone below me, the final obstacle sitting beyond the platform. A long thick rope descended down a wall below me, a mirror to the one I'd climbed up on the other side. I looked out at the last obstacle as I prepared to descend. “Come on. Come on. Final stretch. Final Stretch.” I grabbed hold of the rope as I twisted myself over the edge and slowly began to repel down the surface. I descended a short way before turning on the spot. I looked down at the pillar below me. I still had about five feet to fall. “Close enough.” I turned and braced against the wall, preparing to jump off and onto the pillar. I tense my legs and pushed off, falling and rolling as I slammed onto the platform. I knelt there and panted as I took one step closer to my goal. “One more to go. Then it’s the arena.”

I stood and looked out at the last obstacle, a series of ropes hanging from the ceiling, forming a path between me and the door out of here. They swayed slightly as they sat there, pushed about my invisible wind. I grinned to myself as I looked out at the ropes. “That looks simple enough. They’re like gigantic vertical monkey bars.” I backed up again as I formed a plan. “Jump, grab, swing, repeat.” I let out another breath and sprinted forward one last time, focusing intently on the gently swaying strands. I lept and grabbed the first rope, swinging forward towards the second. I had enough momentum to just reach out and grab the next rope, moving forward as if swinging from tree vines. I grinned as I made my way across this comparatively easy obstacle.“Eat your heart out, Spiderman.” I quickly crossed the obstacle, swinging from rope to rope as a surge of adrenaline marked my proximity to the exit door. “Holy fucking shit, I'm almost there. I can fucking make it!” I was on the rise, gripping the last rope when a sickening sound echoed around the cavern that caused my heart to drop. A loud snap indicated my rope had snapped and I went into freefall. I flailed my arms in an attempt to move forward. My flight ended with me slamming onto the edge of the stone platform, knocking hard against my ribs and leaving me struggling with my arms. I felt one last surge of adrenaline as I processed the series of events. “THEY SEVERED THE FUCKING ROPE! HOLY FUCKING SHIT! GOD DAMN FUCKING DISHONEST SABOTAGING BULLSHIT!!” I gripped the stone harder as I heard a splash echo below me. “Stop! Just Get Out Of Danger! Get Out! Get Out! Get Out!” I felt blood on my fingers as I ripped at the stone and desperately pulled myself up. My finger cried out in pain as their skin punctured. My arms scratched against the stone as I hooked my leg onto the ledge and finally climbed up. I knelt there and panted as I had time to relax, rage coursing through my veins. “They Just Couldn't Stand Me, Could They? They Just Had To Try Everything Possible To Sabotage Me.” I turned and glared at the door as I let out a low growl. “I Ought To Give Them A Piece Of My Mind.” I jumped to my feet and strode towards the door, reaching out to yank it open, but faltered. I took a deep breath as I let my head fall against the thick wood. “Calm down, there's no point in antagonizing them. You still need that token to get into the arena. Just take a breath and move forward.” I stood there briefly as I gasped calmingly, feeling my heart slow before I reached towards my watch and stopped the clock. “Just go in there and get the token. You can deal with them later.”

I looked back up and grabbed the door handle, pulling it open and revealing a staircase leading upwards. I stepped in and followed it as I saw flickering light illuminate the room beyond. I stepped out from the steps and found myself in a new room, a mirror of the one I'd just spent an hour in, populated by the orcs that were in the alcove earlier. They scowled at me as I entered. I kept a calm face as I looked at them, desperately hiding the anger I felt. “Can I get my token now?” I challenged. “I’m pretty sure my dry physique means I earned the thing.”

They just stood and glared at me for a moment, silently condemning me. One one of them appeared to not hold a hostile expression. Finally, one of them stepped forward to speak, strangely grinning. “We would be ecstatic to present you with a token.” He chuckled happily. “Unfortunately, you failed to complete the course in the required time frame. So, we must instruct you to exit the gauntlet empty-handed. Have a peaceful day.” He appeared to take great pleasure in his final statement.

I clenched my fist as I heard this latest excuse. “E-excuse me?” I growled. “What do you mean failed in the time-frame? What crap are you pulling?”

The orc continued to grin as he pointed at an hourglass. Pale white sand filled the bottom portion of the timepiece. The orc gestured to it as he beamed. “You failed to complete the course in the required time.” He repeated. “To prevent apprentices from gaining an unfair advantage we have a time limit set. Any longer and they would likely recover too much to give a fair assessment. You failed to complete the course in time, hence you failed.”

I clenched my fist as he repeated the first statement again. I felt my chest burn with anger as I ran through how long I could have possibly been in there. I might have taken a while, but it definitely wasn’t that long. “How long?” I asked angrily, trying to calm my nerves. The orcs looked at me questioningly. “How long did I have?” I repeated angrily.

The orc let out a chuckle as he pointed at the hourglass. “A quarter of an hour.” He replied slyly. “A quarter of an hour has been deemed adequate for the first portion of the rite. It is twice the normal time a trainee will need to complete our creation.”

I looked down at my watch to verify their claim. 7:15 I felt my rage surge as I realized what the reading meant. “Wrong,” I growled pointedly. The expression on the orc’s faces flickered as they saw my heated expression. I turned to them as I felt my fingers tighten on my watch. “You're wrong about the time. I made it in under ten minutes. I properly completed the right.” I directed my finger towards them as I growled again.  “When I tell Bulak about this-”

The orc bellowed in laughter and interrupted my rant. “And what makes you think anyone will believe you? All we need do is claim you went over the time limit. They have no reason to doubt our words. Face it, outsider, you will never complete this rite.” I clenched my jaw as I heard his retort. The orcs began to cackle at my rage, save for one. I stood there and fumed as I mulled over this development.“Even after everything, even after all that, they still managed to fuck with my rite. How many god damn times do I have to deal with this shit?” I glared at the group of orcs before me. The orc that stepped forward continued to laugh. “Did the outsider expect another outcome? Did you really think you could be on par with any of us orcs? Ha Ha. No, you are merely a lowly outsider, a mere flea that is no match for our might.” The orcs behind him roared with laughter as he threw insults at me. I tensed as I saw my whole plan come crashing down around me, the week of training and planning for nothing. “Those fucking bastards. All I wanted was to complete the rite. I couldn't get one day where I'm not having to bow to the mercy of orcs that hated me? . . . Violence is sounding really attractive right now. If there's nothing else to gain from diplomacy. . .”

I took a step forward to attack but was interrupted as another orc stepped from the crowd, the one that had refused to laugh with them. He planted himself between me and the others as he glared at them angrily. “Enough of this. Give him the token. He has more than earned it.” The orcs glared at him while I stared at him in confusion. The orc gestured towards me insistently. “We are better than this. We would bring dishonor on ourselves if we continued. This undue hindrance would not be seen favorably by the gods, even if he is an outsider.” The room fell deadly quiet, interrupted only by the crackling of the brazier around the room.

The first orc stepped forward as he spat at the other. “Silence, Derthag! We cannot have this wretch tainting our city. If we fail to stop him here, then he will just continue to corrupt our city, our people.”

Derthag shook his head as he let out an angry growl. “You did not see what I saw.” He insisted. “This outsider is nothing like Him. His spirit burns bright for this city. We cannot deny his deeds, his actions, his sacrifices. We would deny our people momentous potential. We must treat him according to his character, according to his words, according to his actions. Any other choice would dishonor our name, the name of Builder.”

The first orc shook his head angrily. “No! We Cannot Allow Him To Continue! He Would Destroy The Chief, The City, Our People!” He snarled. “Do Not Think You Speak For Gashur! You Yourself Are Not Of Our Tribe! You Are Little Better Than The Wretch Behind You! Worse In Fact! At Least He Knows When To Bow To His Betters!”

Derthag suddenly drew a sword and leveled it at the orc. “We are acting dishonorably.” He hissed. Everyone fell silent, glaring at Derthag intently. He glared back as he gripped his sword firmly. “This would not stand if he was born an orc. Why should we treat him differently? His heart is no different from ours. He only wants to better the tribe.”

The first orc stepped forward and barked again. “Do Not Be A Fool! He Wants What Is Better For Himself! He Will Discard Us Once He Obtains What He Needs! Why Should We Hasten His Inevitable Betrayal!?”

Derthag let out an angry growl as he shook his head. “You misjudge his heart. He would never betray his companions. He Would Never Betray Us!”

The first orc drew his own weapon in response, an axe that was strapped to his waist. He growled as he lifted the blade and glared at Derthag. “I should have known you were a fool.” He growled. “Varthug always produces such gullible traitors. I will break that proud blade of yours. I would rather give up my own weapon than give that outsider the satisfaction of victory.” The orc drew his axe back to strike, glaring angrily at Derthag as he changed.

What happened next took only an instant. Derthag swung his sword around his head and flicked his wrist. There was a loud metallic CRACK then a loud clatter as the orc followed through on his swing, the head of his weapon now absent and resting on the floor. The orc stared in shock at his once-proud weapon, the stump near his fist all that indicated it once had more to offer. He looked up to glare at Derthag. Derthag glared back as he lowered his blade slightly. “I believe it is your blade that will be broken. Now stand down before I do something I truly regret.” The orc let out a low growl as he straightened, still gripping the handle of his now-useless weapon. Derthag took this opportunity of submission to reach into a pouch on his side and pull something out. He reached back and held his hand out to me, his fingers clasping a small palm-sized object. “Take this and head to the arena.” He instructed, opening his hand. I looked at the other orcs hesitantly before quickly grabbing the white object and examining it. It was a roaring bear head, carved from a milk-white bone. The material scraped gently against my fingers. I looked up at Derthag apprehensively. “Get to the arena.” He repeated, not taking his eyes off the other orcs.

I nodded and dashed for the door at the far end of the room. “Thank you!” I called over my shoulder. I pulled the door open and quickly began ascending the stairs beyond. I heard my footsteps echo up with me as the walls turned to wood and the air grew warmer once more. I gripped the object tightly as I tried to rationalize what I’d just seen. “How in the fuck did he break that weapon with a single strike? He wasn’t even in range. What was that strange motion he performed? Is there something special about his weapon?” I glanced back as a pained roar echoed up the steps. I shook my head as I kept running. “Don’t think about it. They were assholes that deserve whatever is happening to them. … Then again that might have been that Derthag guy.” My eyes grew wide as my mind conjured up a brief image I had seen during his strike. His weapon had extended, stretching beyond what they originally were, attached by some kind of chain, and returned to its original shape as quickly as it had changed. He had swung his blade around to slice at the vulnerable handle of the weapon. I let out a gasp as I finally realized what had happened. “Holy shit that was awesome. Wait, they said he was from Varthug?” I glanced down again as a thought occurred to me. “Could it be? No, that would be too much of a coincidence. Then again, it’s a possibility. I’ll have to confront Yargug when I get the chance.” I continued winding up the steps and gasped as the light in the steps gradually changed from torchlight to sunlight.

I finally came to a door at the top and threw it open, emerging into another room, presumably in another building on the side of the hill. It was a relatively small room, weapons and armor sat on racks along the wall. A counter sat in the corner of the room, overseen by an orc behind it. Bulak was waiting beside the counter and she turned to the door as I threw it open with a loud bang.  She hurried over as I panted, winded from my dash up the steps. “Did you make it?” She asked, worriedly. I nodded and held out the carved head. Her face immediately lit up as she looked down at the sculpture. “Excellent. Come, you still need to prepare for the arena.”

I held up a hand as I gestured down the steps. “One thing. You might want to send someone down there. The Builders are having a bit of an argument right now. Weapons are drawn and I’m pretty sure blood is being spilled.”

Bulak gave me an incredulous look of shock. “What in heavens for?” She gasped. “For what reason could they be fighting.”

I let out a sigh as I glanced towards the door behind me. “Long story. For right now, just send someone down there, preferably a mage. They might be able to resolve the issue.”

Bulak hesitated for a second as she continued to stare at me in confusion. “Were you harmed in this encounter?” She asked curiously.

I shook my head as I held up the token again. “No, I’m unharmed, if a bit pissed off. I’ll eventually need to talk to you about what happened down there. Though one of them is free from blame and really fucking intimidating. Anyway, I’m fine and ready for the arena.”

Bulak hesitated again as she stared at me hesitantly before finally letting out a defeated sigh. “Very well. I shall speak to someone as quickly as possible. For now, we should depart. I expect the others will wish to begin shortly.”

I nodded as I stretched and gestured towards the door. “Lead the way.” I grinned.

Bulak nodded as she turned and lead me away. She waved to the orc behind the counter as we passed. “Have a good day,” She called. He nodded and raised his hand in greeting as we walked out into the street. We broke out into a run once we left the little building. I followed Bulak as we ran towards a large circular building in the distance. I looked down at the token in my hand as my feet pounded along the road. “Jesus that was fortunate of me. Thank you, Deus Ex Machina.”
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I followed Bulak as she ran down the street, the large building growing closer with each footfall. “Now for the arena. God only knows what they'll send us.” I looked up as came upon its base. It looked like the Roman Colosseum; complete with archways and rumble of a crowd, though a few degrees smaller than the real deal. The building was made of the same pure white stone the other houses were partially made of. It felt surreal to be so close to such a historical monument, even if the monument was smaller and experienced an entirely different history than my own. I followed Bulak as we passed an archway and entered the shade of the building, traveling along the circular wall running around the outside of the building. We finally came upon a door recessed into the wall slightly. Bulak pulled the door open and disappeared through it. I followed her as the sounds of the crowd grew muted and we traveled down a sloping hallway. Bulak spoke over her shoulder as we descended. “You still have an hour to prepare for the arena. That should give you ample time to grow accustomed to your equipment. You may wish to practice before you enter.” I nodded as she led me further down the hallway. Our footsteps echoed off the smooth stone surrounding us. After a while, the steps finally leveled off and fed into another circular corridor, lit by braziers sticking from the wall and extending out of sight. Bulak turned to the right and began following the dimly lit path. We walked for another moment or two until we came upon another door, this one guarded by an orc.

He turned to us as we drew near and stepped away to stop us. He held up his hand as we slowed to a stop in front of him. “What is your business here?”

Bulak glanced at me and tilted her head towards him. “The token.” She whispered.

I nodded and presented the pale white carving, still clutched in my hand. “I've proven myself in the gauntlet. I'm ready to enter the arena.” I said almost ceremoniously. The orc picked up the hand-carved head and examined it closely. After a moment he nodded and handed it back to me. I took it and looked at the door as he pulled it open and motioned me inside. I entered and was immediately greeted with a cry of victory. “And that makes Seven!” Vargan shouted gleefully. I grinned as I looked around the room. It was a large supply room, filled with weapons and armor as well as the recruits. I grinned wide as I saw all of them, successful in their first stage and standing with various weapons and armor strapped to them. Wurthu, Umurn, and Urgran already had their arms and thighs covered in leather armor, suited for the power-oriented role they were about to play. Yargug, Vargan, and Yamarz had only leather tunics covering their torsos, leaving their arms and legs free of the restricting binds. It was smart to leave their arms unrestricted, considering all of them needed precision to properly use their weapons. A few of them already had war paint smeared onto their faces, drawn in various and strangely intricate designs, far more detailed than any I had known to exist. I noticed the racks of weapons and armor recessed into the wall, a few open spots denoting missing equipment. I saw Yargug was gently swinging a lengthy supply of chain with a bent dagger at the end, practicing his precision on a wooden mannequin in front of him. I titled my head as I gazed at the weapon as it sang through the air. “Now I recognize it. It’s one of those Japanese chain weapons. I wonder how skilled he is with it.”

I turned as I spotted Wurthu leaning on a nearby wall, his battle-ax leaning beside him. He was using his fingers to spread his own war-paint on, covering his face in three arcane symbols. ‘ᚶ ᛉ ᚸ’ He looked up as he noticed my gaze and pointed to a corner of the room with his paint-covered finger. “Your weapons and armor are on the table there.” He supplied. “Arm yourself. I expect they will begin shortly.” I turned towards the table and spotted the items he was referring to. I nodded as I moved over to the table and stretched my joints. The others returned to their tasks as I inspected the items they laid out for me. A shield, scabbard, and leather armor were stacked onto the wood. The shield had a diameter similar to my forearm, bound in thick leather and rivetted with studs, much sturdier than the wooden one I practiced with. The leather armor was similar to Wurthu’s build for power and durability, leather straps bisecting the chest plate and ending in thick brass buckles. The arms also had numerous straps, but I was more unsure about their purpose. I picked up the leather-bound scabbard and examined the hilt protruding from it. It glinted unusually in the light, seemingly newer than the other weapons around the room. The curved rectangular hilt was about as thick as my index finger and just as long on both sides. The circular pommel was as large as crabapple and coated in a fresh layer of oil, likely protecting it against the elements. The handle attached to it was covered in a thick dark leather that matched the scabbard it was housed in. I tilted the weapon and pulled the handle sticking from the end, revealing the long sword housed within. The divet that ran down the middle traveled only a short way before stopping, marking the halfway point on the long diamond shape of the sword.

I grinned as I ran a thumb along the blade, more oil sticking to my thumb as I drew it away. “Excellent,” I remarked, sliding the sword back in and placing it with the rest of my equipment. I turned to Vargan as I grinned widely. “I told you not to worry. We all got through. Now we can think about the arena.”

Vargan nodded as he rubbed his hands nervously. He had his bow strapped across his torso, the string pulled taut as the wood straining to touch its ends. His face held only a few marks of paint, devoid of symbols that Wurthu was applying. “This was certainly an unexpected outcome. I have difficulty recalling if the gauntlet ever failed in eliminating at least one apprentice from a group.”

I nodded as I pulled my own leather armor on and began suiting up. “Let's see, straps here and here.” I turned to Vargan as I pulled a few buckles tight. “I don't know if any other group had people like us. Brugo sent you guys to me for a reason. Hell, you might be the most skilled out of everyone he could've picked.” I heard a few small laughs as I began pulling on the leather bracers on the table. I chuckled in kind as I pulled the straps tight. “Whatever the case, with everyone here we've got a pretty good chance of making it through this. We just have to stay focused and be prepared for anything.” I turned to Bulak as I tightened the bracers. She was leaning against the wall beside the door. “What should we expect, landscape-wise, in the arena.”

Bulak pointed towards the ceiling as she shrugged. “The arena is composed of soil, but for a rite, they populate it with a few obstacles; boulders, trees, lakes of water. The number and size depend on the kind of beast the council has chosen. Meaning the contents are as unpredictable as the beast itself.”

I nodded as I picked up the scabbard and strapped it to my side. It felt heavy tied to my waist. I tied the strap tight and experimentally directed my arms to and fro, testing the limitations the leather was putting on my flexibility. “We'll come up with a plan for those when we find out what's up there. For now, we should mentally prepare ourselves.” I let out a sigh as I turned to the others. They gazed at me with hesitant expectation. I popped a few joints as I stretched and prepared myself for the task ahead. “Do anything you think will improve our chances. This might be your last opportunity.” They nodded as I finished arming myself and pulled my sword from its scabbard. I looked at the blade as I swung it around experimentally. The difference between the practice blade and this one was clear. There was a clearly defined edge to the metal and the balance seemed closer to the handle. Strangely enough, it seemed heavier than what I was used to, despite the blade that ran up and down the pointed tip. I had no trouble imagining it slice through a piece of flesh. I finished testing the balance and slid the blade back into its sheath. I picked up the shield from the table and strapped it to my back as I examined the straps on my armor. “This looks right, but I can't be sure. This might fail if I stress it too much in the arena.” A thought crossed my mind and I turned to Bulak. She was still leaning on the wall next to the door, watching us. I grinned and held my arms out as I sauntered over. “What do you think? Do I look like a warrior?”

She grinned and nodded as she reached out and turned my forearm, examining the straps. “You have admirable instincts. I see no faults in your lacing.” She looked down and raised my arm to examine my side. “You did falter here though. Give me a moment. I can remedy the discrepancy.” She began working on it as I stood there. I raised my other hand and flexed my fingers experimentally. I could feel the leather pressuring my entire forearm to conform to its interior. I turned and took note of the leather covering my shoulders and how the armor crept up far enough to protect my collarbone. It wouldn’t stop a bullet, but it had to be adequate if the orcs used it. I don’t imagine many animals being able to puncture armor like this. Bulak took a step back as she finished and nodded. “That should be all. Now you are prepared for the arena.” I nodded as I glanced at the others. It was Yamarz's turn with the jar of paint. He began drawing runic symbols on his face in the same placement as Wurthu’s. I took note of the marking on the others as he began applying his. They ranged from small and intricate symbols to large tracts of paint. I looked down at my fingers as I considered my own face. “There's probably an advantage to having the paint on, it could diffuse the sun from my eyes and improve my eyesight. It might even be nice to have a similar design that they’re putting on. Though I don't know what I should apply.”

I turned back to Bulak as an idea crossed my mind. I gestured towards my paintless face as I grinned. “Can you help me with the war paint? The only pattern I know is just two black streaks under my eyes. It serves a functional purpose, but it'll probably look out of place amongst them.” Bulak nodded as she motioned me over to one of the chairs. I moved over and sat down as she retrieved a jar of paint. She walked back over and knelt in front of me as I removed my glasses. She seemed to consider something for a moment, then dipped her finger into the jar and began dragging it across my face. I sat there as she gradually drew indiscernible across my cheeks and forehead. Eventually, she leaned back and looked at her work, finishing up with two streaks of paint underneath my eyes. She stood and nodded as she reached to a nearby table. She presented a mirror as the door was pushed open again. She had split my face into four quadrants, drawing a vertical and horizontal line that intersected at, though they did not cover, my nose. She'd drawn a total of four symbols on my face. I looked at them as I pondered their meaning. ‘ᛣ ᛪ ᛞ ᚾ’ The string of symbols started from my right cheek, then moved onto and across my forehead, then returned and ended on my left cheek. I looked up as I heard a clinking of glass. Brokil had joined us in the room, carrying a wooden box and setting it down on the table.

He grinned wide as he tapped the box he had been carrying. “I present you with a few last moment gifts.” He declared happily. “I wish I could provide more. However, there is only so much aid you may receive.” I stood and walked over as the others mimicked my action. Brokil began pulling glass bottles from the box and handing one to each of us. They were palm-sized bottles filled with vibrant red liquid. The fluid swirled in the center as I examined the flask. I looked up at him, questioningly as I felt a twinge of apprehension. It looked like a health potion, but it seemed too cliché. Brokil noticed my confusion and gestured towards the vials as he explained. “They are vitality potions, capable of reversing any injury. It is not perfect, but it will do for the task ahead. I also have belts to house the potions.” He reached into the box again and pulled out some lengths of leather, a pocket strapped to each of them. He passed them out as he continued to explain. “I made enough to fill the glasses with two uses. You should be able to undo almost all damage. However, I dissuade recklessness as the limits of each potion are not certain.”

I nodded as I pulled the leather around my waist and put the potion within, tying it closed with the piece of leather provided. “Thank you for your generosity, and the warning. We can't be too careful when we enter the arena.”

Brokil began to nod then seemed to stop as he looked at me. His brow furrowed as he gazed at my face. I rubbed my thumb along my cheek nervously as Brokil squinted curiously. He suddenly glanced at Bulak, his eyes squinting further. He then let out a sigh and shook his head and he turned back to his box. “Since I was unable to help you through my knowledge, I chose to aid you by providing these. It is not ideal, but it better than nothing.”

I nodded again as I palmed the pouch holding the vial. “It’s perfect for the rite. Hopefully, we won't’ have to use it.”

Brokil let out a guilty hum as he glanced at each of the pouches. “I should preface that it will be different from the spell you are used to feeling.”

I tilted my head as I looked at him. “What do you mean by that?” I asked, a little annoyedly.

Brokil let out a sigh as he gestured towards the pouches. “Spells are much more powerful than potions. We are limited by our archaic ingredients and prior experimentations. We have not yet found a way to bring all the effects of spells into our potions. If you injure yourself and use the potion it will cause waves of pain to radiate from your injury as it is healed. In truth, the potion is most often used in dire circumstances and when healing spells are unavailable.”

I nodded as I rubbed the leather with newfound respect. “For emergency use only, got it. Any other words of encouragement?”

Brokil shook his head as he picked up the now empty box. “The potions are all I came here for.” He replied, giving me an encouraging grin. “However, I look forward to watching your exploits in the arena.” He then turned and gave another reassuring smile to the others. “I wish you luck in the arena. You will need it if the council is unfavorable.” Everyone nodded as Brokil turned and left the room. It grew eerily quiet once the door closed again.

I looked around at them. Some still gazed at their vial, others had yet to put on the belt. Only Wurthu had bothered to put both of them away yet. I could see his leg trembling slightly, undoubtedly from nervousness. I let out a calming sigh as I turned back to Bulak. “What's your guess on what the council will send into the arena? Any clue on what they have? What they could use?”

Bulak considered the question for a minute, then shrugged. “It could be any number of creatures.” She admitted. “The arena keeps a great number of wild beasts in the cages below. Though, his observation of your smallest concern being a Chemisit is accurate.” She gestured towards Wurthu, he was now sitting cross-legged on the floor, head leaning against the wall behind him. “There are many exotic creatures that pose greater threats than them. Creatures that have more power, more speed, more dangerous to an unprepared warrior. I cannot begin to guess which one the council would choose.”

I nodded as I nervously gripped the handle of my sword. That wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but I could use it to prepare myself a bit better. “That's a fair point.” I sighed. I stretched my neck as I felt my heart pounding in my chest. My mind started racing in the background as it tried to come up with an accurate scenario. I banished its ramblings as I turned to Bulak again, giving her a falsely cocky smile. “I can't help but feel nervous.” I chuckled nervously. “This is the crux of the last week. This is a make or break moment. In a couple of hours, it'll all be over, whether I'm victorious or not. … God, I hope they go easy on us.”

Bulak nodded as she placed a hand on my shoulder. I felt my heart slow and a wave of comfort wash over me as she gently gripped. “That is why I am confident that you will be successful.” She encouraged softly. “You take this time to comprehend the severity of your next actions after a ceaseless training regiment, all to make sure you are well armed before you finally face your adversary. I cannot think of anyone else more dedicated to success in such an uncertain endeavor.”

I grinned and nodded as I reached up and squeezed Bulak's hand. Her soft skin brought comfort to the worries that plagued my mind. I ran my thumb across her hand as I let out a nervous sigh. “Thanks, I needed to hear that.”

Bulak grinned in kind and nodded as she motioned me over to the chair again. “You still have a while to prepare. I suggest you focus on the task at hand.” I nodded as I moved over and sat in the chair, leaning back and gazing up at the ceiling. “Nothing left to do but wait.”



This wait wasn't as stressful, at least we all stuck together this time, but it was stressful nonetheless. For the most part, we stuck to ourselves, each of us psyching ourselves up for the task ahead. The rumble of the crowd gradually grew louder as we waited, the stone room doing less and less to muffle the noise. Spectators were filling the arena, walking to and fro and finding an open seat, any seat they could. They were growing louder and louder, filling the air around and under them with noise until we could hear the crowd bellowing in excitement as if the stone above us wasn’t there at all. It’s not every day a rite like this would occur. I doubt an outsider was ever allowed to partake in something like this, let alone for the purpose of a title. All the while Bulak kept her hand on my shoulder, comforting me gently. I tapped my thumbs together nervously as my mind ran wild with possibilities, beasts both physical and mythical alike bursting into the arena to attack us. I ran through the formations and strategies, again and again, pitting them against various creatures I knew and growing nervous about the ones I didn’t. I’d never heard of a Chemisit before this. If it turned out too much for us to handle … No, I couldn’t allow myself to think that way. I just needed to focus on the task ahead, this impossible task that would make or break my chances with the orcs. If I won, I could move forward with my plan. If I didn’t … Well, I’m guessing they have that ‘only one standing’ rule for a reason.

We all turned to the door as it was finally pushed open. In stepped another orc, this one wearing a shawl with thin gold trim. His skin was unusually neat, still hairy but clean beneath the many hairs. He looked around at us as we gazed at him expectantly. He seemed to pause as he spotted me sitting next to Bulak. He paused for another moment, appearing to consider his next words, then finally spoke in the usual orcish rumbling tone. “This is a most unorthodox rite.” He chuckled, stroking his chin. I felt myself relax as he put on a warm smile. “Then again, it came about from equally unorthodox circumstances. Much is now expected of you.” I felt a twinge of apprehension as he continued to smile and convey the severity of the next event. “You will enter the arena with the weight of Snakhagr bearing down on you. The arena itself if bursting with spectators. This is a spectacle for the ages. Everything you do in there will weigh heavily on your life to come. This group will be forever known as the winter rite. Even after you depart and go your separate ways, this name will haunt you and dictate your success in life. None for the next hundred years will not know of this rite.” His grin grew wider as his gaze locked on me in particular. “The council expects the very best from your performance. Pray that you have adequately prepared yourself.” He then turned and motioned for us to follow him. I let out one last shuddering sigh and stood, removing my glasses to hand them to Bulak.

She briefly grabbed my arm, causing me to turn to her, my heart still racing in my chest. “Good luck.” She whispered, taking the frames. I grinned and nodded as I turned back and followed the others. We reentered the circular hallway and continued away from where I and Bulak had entered. The crowd above grew even louder as we traveled. The floor slowly rose as our footsteps echoed along the stone walls. The crowd grew to a veritable roar as we turned and came upon a closed gate, leading into the arena. I gulped as I looked through the wrought iron bars and saw the arena beyond. Several trees and a few large boulders were in my line of sight, littering the field with obstacles and shade. A swift wind blew through the field and pulled a leaf or two from the trees beyond.

I glanced at the other orc as he motioned towards the gate. “You will enter once the horn is blown. After everyone has seen you, the beast will be released. You all know what to do from there.” He then turned and strode away, leaving us in front of the unopened gate.

I let out another breath as I turned back to the gate, feeling my nervousness return. “Any of you guys know a prayer?” I asked nervously. “I’m pretty sure my god doesn’t condone violence of any kind.” Everyone collectively shook their heads.

Vargan let out a sigh as he nervously thumbed his bowstring. “Not to a god that would look favorably on this,” He replied apprehensively. “Your presence alone would bring their wrath to this fight.”

I sighed as I took note of the gate on the opposite side of the arena. I could see the rocks weren’t really grounded and one of them was already starting to slowly tilt. “Fair enough. I guess there's nothing else to do then.” I pulled the shield off my back and strapped it to my arm, drawing my sword once I pulled the leather tight. I felt the weight of the weapon in my hand, the point of sharpened iron ready to attack. It was strangely comforting to hold something so dangerous. It gave me an edge over anything they threw at us. Animal or not, it was utterly at our mercy. We had the weapons, it didn’t. I turned to the others as I felt a surge of inspiration, a shot of adrenaline replenishing my shakey stores. The others looked at me in surprise as I grinned and directed my sword towards the gate. “He was right about one thing,” I said cockily. “The whole city will be watching us. This next hour will define our life. Whether we win or lose, they will remember this day.” I brought my sword in front of me, pointing it skyward. Even in the dim light of the tunnel, the blade glinted slightly. “And thanks to the last week, we'll show them just how powerful we are. We'll go in there and face whatever beast is thrown at us, and we will be victorious; because, in the face of overwhelming odds, we persisted. In the face of unimaginable creatures, we prepared. In the face of a perilous gauntlet, we held true and pushed through.” I swung my sword enthusiastically and pointed it at the gate. “And when we go in there, the city will see us for who we are. They'll look upon us and see warriors, more capable than any soldier the rite has tested before. This is a rite of passage for the history books and we’ll make sure they never forget it. Now, Who's Ready To Kick Some Ass?” I bellowed the last line, enthusiastic about the upcoming endeavor. I wanted the others to revel in my excitement. My monologue did not elicit the shouts of victory I was expecting. Instead, they all stared grimly at the gate. I felt a twinge of apprehension as they left me standing there, now grinning halfheartedly.

Wurthu was the first to break the awkward silence, stepping forward and gesturing towards me calmingly. “In any other situation, that speech might have worked.” He muttered solemnly. “But here, we are too concerned about the beast council has chosen. There are too many dire possibilities. I commend the sentiment behind your words, but now is not the right time.” I nodded and let out a sigh as I let my sword droop down. “Shit. That doesn't bode well.” A shrill horn interrupted my thought and signaled the gate to begin rising. I let out one more sigh and strode forward, flanked by the others as we entered the arena. The noise of the crowd assaulted my ears as I felt the soil beneath my shoes shift under my weight. I looked around and felt another surge of adrenaline. Without my glasses, I couldn't distinguish individual orcs, but I could tell how crowded the arena was. The off-brown stone of the arena was absent from my view of the stands, but I had no trouble seeing the unmistakable green of the orcs as they crowded the seats. I looked around as we moved to the center of the arena. I estimated about two thousand orcs watching us walk through the arena.

“I have never seen the arena so crowded.” Yargug suddenly voiced, swinging his weapon back and forth as he stood there idly. I nodded as I spotted a stone monument set into one part of the stands, carrying a familiar red-stained blur. I noticed movement on the stands below him and spotted another blur filling in the only open seat in the entire arena. If I had to guess, it was the orc that had escorted us to the gate.

I looked back up as Dubak suddenly stood, causing the arena to grow quiet. He took a step forward and gestured at us. “INITIATES.” He roared, allowing his voice to echo around the arena. I gripped my sword nervously as he began a short speech. “Today You Mettle Shall Be Tested To The Fullest Extent. Many Have Entered Before You, But Few Have Faced A Challenge Such As This. The Council Has Thought Long And Hard Of A Worthy Adversary For Your Endeavor And Now, You Stand To Face That Adversary. Prove Yourselves, And You Will Be Judged Worthy Of The Title Warrior.” A roar erupted from the crowd as Dubak suddenly gestured at the opposing gate, signaling its rise. Dubak stepped and sat back on his throne as the cheering crowd marked the steady ascension of the final barrier.

I immediately switched into battle mode, adrenaline beginning to course through me as the world shifted into focus. “Basic formation one,” I bellow. The recruits immediately fell into line, shields forming a wall with me at the center and Wurthu and Yamarz on my left and right. Between us and the gate stood only a few trees and wayward boulders. The others took cover behind us, Urugran saving his shield for the rear with Umurn in front of him, Vargan to the right, and Yargug to the left. The gate slowly clanked open as I felt myself trembling slightly. I shook my head and tensed as I focused on the approaching danger. “Come on, show us what you got. There are only so many creatures they can use. It's not like they have a dragon . . . Do they?” The gate finally opened wide with a final resounding clang. The world fell silent as everyone waited with bated breath for the creature to run through. I felt a twinge of apprehension as we continued to wait in silence, the beast not showing hair nor head. I was about to turn to the others when, finally, a guttural rrroooaaaarrrr echoed out from the passageway. I tensed again as a series of quick footsteps radiated from the tunnel. boom boom . boom boom . boom boom Deep resonating thuds followed, causing the ground beneath me to vibrate as I barely distinguished movement beyond the gate. I could only see a shadow, moving and rippling to take up the entire space behind it. I felt my nervousness grow as I saw its knuckles slamming into the ground below it as it charged, its head stooped to avoid hitting the ceiling. The large hulking figure finally burst from the shadows and onto the arena, slowing to a stop and raising its arm let its eyes adjust to the late afternoon sun. The creature was at least ten feet tall, and sporting its own rudimentary leather bracers and, thankfully, a fur loincloth as its pale pinkish skin radiated in the light. Its legs were like tree trunks, thick and dark and a near match to the scrap of clothes it wore. My heart dropped as I put the image together and identified the creature. “A Fucking Troll? Are You Serious? And They Grow That Fucking Big!?”

The recruits around me had a similar reaction as the creature spotted us and let out another long roar. “The Council Expects Us To Kill That?” Yargug bellowed, stunned.

I could hear Vargan’s knees slamming together. “Most Weapons Cannot Penetrate Its Skin!” Vargan cried in despair. Our line had grown less organized, faltering as the troll took big lumbering steps towards us, its eyes filled with hunger, a hunger for blood.

Yamarz suddenly broke formation and made a dash for the nearest boulder. “My Knives Are Useless Against That!” He shouted over his shoulder.

I turned to shout as the troll started to close the gap between us. “Stay Together. The Formations Are Pointless Without All Of Us!” Sadly, my bellowing was ignored. Everyone ran as soon as the troll got close enough, leaving me to stand against the charging beast. Needless to say, when the troll raised its massive arm to slap at me I took the opportunity to dodge. I rolled beneath the arm as it came barreling in, causing a massive Whoof to sound where I once stood. I came up to its right and took the opportunity to strike its leg, sinking the sharpened metal only an inch into the rough flesh. My eyes bulged in surprise as I gazed at the meager damage I’d inflicted. At this rate, it would take me a lifetime to draw blood. My blade barely scratched the rough pale hide that covered its limb. The beast merely roared in pain and brought his hand to come barreling back towards me. I had no chance to dodge the barreling limb and the blow to my side sent me flying. Pain erupted on my side and I tumbled uncontrollably, dirt staining my face and body as I was flung away from the fight. I lost my grip on my sword, sending it singing away and out of reach. I let out a loud oof as I finally tumbled to a stop and I fell on my back, dazed and disoriented from the single blow.

I groaned in pain and squinted up at the sky, stunned. “Jesus Christ That Fucking Hurt.” I took a few breaths, pain being drawn from each heave, then slowly sat up, torso burning from the pain. I turned to find the troll, in case he was charging my way. I let out a pained sigh as I spotted him not too far from where he’d struck me. He was roaring again, this time at Vargan as he fired arrows and used the trees as cover for the troll's swinging arms. The leaves shook as the troll slammed his fist into the trunks. The arrows bounced uselessly off the troll's torso, barely able to penetrate its durable skin. I blinked as I noticed speckles of red trailing the path I had tumbled, my sword a short ways away from the crimson river. “Did my vial crack?” I wondered deliriously. I turned to look down at my pouch and immediately felt my stomach lurch. My right arm was unequivocally broken, snapped at the forearm, causing the bone to jut out from my skin and my hand to point in a direction it definitely wasn't supposed to be pointing. I felt my nerves churn as I saw the damage the blow had done to me. “Shit Shit Shit Shit SHIT!” I swallowed as I forced myself to think. I realized I was still in shock, not yet registering the full extent of pain that my nerves must surely be sending. “FUCK IT! FUCK IT! FUCK IT! It’s Vial Time!” I forced myself to move and reached for my pouch. “Magic potion, don't fail me now. Brokil, if you’ve ever messed something up in your life, don’t let it be now.” I quickly undid the leather strap and ripped the pouch open. I roughly grabbed the glass vial within and brought it to my mouth to yank the cork out. “Drink! Drink! Drink! DRINK!.” I spat the cork into the dirt and drank the fluid. The liquid quickly traveled down my throat. I didn’t care if I used both doses. I needed to be fixed.

I shook my head to clear it as I forced myself to be rational. “You might need some later. You might need some later. You might need some later. Stop! That should be enough.” I brought the vial down and examined it. A quarter of the fluid remained in the bottle. “Shit, too much.” I was interrupted as new pain arose and I clutched the near-empty vial. I felt a fire erupt in my chest and arm as sweat started dripping from the two. I turned back to my arm as I watched it be forced back into position, stretching and contorting by an invisible force as it tried to bring the bone back in. The pain was coming full force now, almost overwhelming. “SHIT! FUCK! FUCK! FUCK! BAD IDEA! BAD IDEA!” I clenched my eyes shut and gritted my teeth as I reached over to force the bone back in, causing a roar of pain to escape my lips. I finally got the bone back in and I heard a loud snap exploded from my arm. I screamed in pain and leaned forward, panting as the stinging continued to wash over me. “Fuck Fuck Fuck Fuck! There Are Not Enough Words In My Fucking Vocabulary To Explain How Badly I Never Want To Do That Shit Again!” The pain slowly faded and I looked down at my trembling arm. A raw and jagged scar sat where the bone had penetrated my skin, glowing softly from the effects of the potion. I shook my head and quelled my daze as I looked back up at the troll. It was charging Umurn and Urgran, swinging wildly. They were doing the smart thing and were running, weaving in between the trees as the troll chased them. I felt a surge of rage as I stood, recorked the bottle, and began charging. I ran towards the sword I'd dropped and scooped it up as I bolted by. “Charging headfirst isn't going to kill it. The formations are useless too. We need a different strategy.”

I quickly formulated a new set of plans as my charge brought me closer to the troll. “Massive spike? Too much time. Boulder? Nowhere near enough strength. What if I punch it? Now that's just retarded. How about jabbing it? Again, that’s retarded.” I stopped a dozen yards away from the troll, realizing I had no idea how to stop it. “Shit. Don’t tell me it was for nothing. All those plans, all that time, and yet we're nowhere close to being able to kill this thing. We’re completely outclassed with no hope of killing this bitch. I might as well lay here and wait for the- Whydoesthatthingweararmor?” I suddenly noticed the brown leather bracers, giving a stark contrast to the pale skin of the creature’s arms. Its head and arms appeared to be several degrees paler than the legs the creature stood on. It was a strange vision, to say the least. I twisted my face in confusion as realization dawned on me.“Its skin was thick enough to stop my sword. So, why does it need that armor?” I looked higher and saw its pale head, practically shining in the light of the sun. “Son of a bitch,” I muttered to myself. I turned and looked around at the disorganized recruits. Yargug was helping Umurn limp away as Urgran distracted the towering beast. Umurn quickly reached into his pouch and drank sloppily form his potion. Wurthu appeared to have suffered a similar fate to my own, lying prostate a ways away from the fight and quickly draining his potion in a panic. Vargan was the only on keeping his distance, looking for an opening to fire upon the troll. I cursed as I noticed his pouch was damp, likely from a shattered bottle. “We’re already using up our potion. We need to reorganize to launch a real attack. We’ll only get one shot after this.” I rushed over to Yamarz as he cowered behind a large boulder, taking a swig from his potion as he cradled his arm. I shouted as I gestured at the troll. “Come On, I Have An Idea.”

He shook his head vigorously as his hand twitched uncontrollably, his knife throwing useless in his current state.”I cannot.” He panted. “I cannot strike him. My aim is not true this day.”

I let out a curse as I turned looked at the others. They were all scrambling to try and take the beast, discarding all of the training they had done in the last week. None of them even took notice of me and Yamarz quickly dashed away, retreating from the fight. I sighed as I watched him bolt.“Fear is fear. It overrides most other mental processes. They need something to grab their attention, something motivate them.” I spotted Wurthu, hanging back as he watched the troll rampage, still limping slightly as he clutched the empty bottle. A lightbulb moment went off as I saw him still carrying himself lopsided, the shield clearly weighing him down on one side. I ran over as the troll let out another rooooaaaaa.

Wurthu glanced at me as I stopped beside him. “It is comforting to know that this plan was doomed from the start.” He said grimly. “If our efforts were always for naught, then perhaps we are fated to be non-warriors for the remainder of our days.”

I shook my head as I looked at the troll. It was still chasing Urgran around the arena. “Don’t say that just yet.” I countered hopefully. “There still might be a path to victory.”

Wurthu looked at me skeptically. “You have a plan to slay this monster?” He asked in amazement.

I nodded as I rolled my sword in my hand. “Partly,” I admitted. “Though it's going to require everyone to work. We need to play to our strengths, So, I need you to ditch the shield and charge the troll with me; give everyone something to rally to.”

Wurthu's skepticism turned into shock. “You have gone mad.” He muttered in disbelief. “Charging the beast is pure madness. Plan or not, a troll’s skin is unpierceable.”

I felt a grin creep across my face and I chuckled as I gave Wurthu a shrug. “I prefer to call it; reached the point of fuck it.” I giggled desperately. I shook my head as I forced myself to focus. “Point is, I saw each of you guys training. I noticed something was off about your fighting style. You’re not used to the shield at all. You’re off balance when it's on your arm. You can’t swing your weapon right like that.”

Wurthu let out a low growl as the troll let out another oooooaaaaaaaarrr. “You are unfortunately correct.” He admitted begrudgingly. “My left arm suffers from an unfortunate injury from childhood. It is difficult to control sometimes. … Perhaps I am not worthy of being a warrior.”

I looked up as the troll let out another enraged bellow, his arm swinging towards Yamarz as he scrambled away. I shook my head as I turned back to Wurthu beside me. “Don’t give it another moment of thought. You believed in this long enough to get here. Just trust me for a little while longer and we can make it through this.”

Wurthu gave me a skeptical look, his shield dropping slightly. “Do you really believe that?” He asked. “This is the most fearsome creature they could muster. Is there truly a way for us to defeat it?”

I gave him a half-hearted grin and nodded encouragingly. “We just need to change strategy, dump the dead weight and focus on piercing its skin. Are you up for it?”

Wurthu hesitated for another moment, thinking carefully. He finally reached over and undid the strap, letting the shield drop to the ground. He turned back to me as he gripped his battle-axe in both hands. “What next?” I asked calmly.

I felt a twinge of relief as I turned to the troll again, my hand gripping the handle of my shield tighter. “Just charge and follow my lead. We can’t hit it properly if it’s moving around so much. We’ll keep it in place and distracted. Once the right time comes, we’ll strike.”

Wurthu stared for another minute, then let out a sigh, turning the axe nervously in his hand. “Lead the way.” He muttered. I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned back to the troll. Yargug had managed to attract its attention and was dodging its swinging fists, his chain weapon barely scratching the surface of its skin. I let out another breath and rushed forward, sword drawn back, ready to strike. I felt another surge of adrenaline course through me as I closed the gap and slashed at its leg, causing a rooaaaoaoar of pain to explode from the troll. It could definitely feel the sword, even if it wasn’t really hurt by it. The troll turned to strike me but was cut off as Wurthu sliced him from behind. It spun to attack its new assailant and I took the opportunity to hack at its thick leg. Wurthu and I started going back and forth, dividing its attention and making it impossible for him to focus enough to hit either of us. whoosh bam thwack smash The other recruits looked on in amazement as we dodged the troll’s clumsy swings, complimenting and defending each other in unison as we danced around and beneath the beast.

We juggled its attention for a while until before I turned to shout an order at those watching. “Charge In! We Can Stop It From Striking If We All Distract It!” Umurn and Urgran looked at each other skeptically for a moment before bellowing and charging in. boom slash aauuhh thoom swish oooaaaarrrrr I turned to Vargan as they joined our dance of aggravation. “Hit Its Eyes!” I shouted, pointed at my own. Vargan nodded as he pulled another arrow and drew his bow, marching forward as he began loosing projectile after projectile at the towering troll. He aimed high this time. Reward by the gentle trails of blood beginning to seep from the arrows in the troll’s shoulders, I couldn’t help but crack an optimistic smile. fthu aaarrr boom swish whiff Boosh Yargug joined the fray as the troll began to lose track of each of us, missing with each of his wild swings. swish thoom bang boom smash We weaved in and out of its sight as the monster grew frustrated at our one-sided game. It spun in place and continued to swipe as we dodged and rolled between its legs, taking every opportunity to chip away at the skin of the massive trunks. aauurauraaaaaa The troll finally let out a raging roar as it ran for one of the trees, grabbing it by its trunk and pulling it up. We gave chase, refusing to allow it to rest. slash smash boom crash We followed it and redoubled our efforts, striking with all our might.

I took a brief step back to try and formulate an attack at it’s most vulnerable area, its head. “We can't get to its head when it's in the foliage like that.” The dirt beneath the tree rose as the troll continued to pull, roaring from the effort. crack thwish choom The branches started to break under the pressure of the troll's grip, splintering and falling around us as the green was stipped from the tree. slash swish I hacked hard at its leg, desperate to turn its attention back to us, but failing to even draw a drop of blood from the impregnable limbs. crack crit crrrruumm The tree was finally yanked free, spraying roots and dirt everywhere and forcing us to retreat for fear of being struck down by a wayward tendril. The troll took advantage of our disorientation and began using it as a club to smash the ground around him, desperate to hit its elusive attackers. boom bam smash swish

I turned to Yamarz. He was gazing in bewilderment at the overwhelming feat of strength form the troll. “Yamarz!” I shouted, turning his attention to me. I jabbed a finger at my own eyes as I felt my chest burning from exertion. “Blind Him! Hit Its Eyes!” He hesitated for a moment before steeling his nerves and nodding as he dashed into range, positioning himself to reach its eyes. “Ditch The Shield!” I shouted as I saw the circular armor still tied to his arm. “It’ll Only Throw You Off!” Yamarz nodded as he reached over and let the weapon fall to the ground with a thud. He reached into his pouch again and began hurling blade after blade at the troll’s face. I turned and ran back into the troll’s legs as the dirt finally settled and we could finally start dashing in to take swipes of our own at the beast. thwip slash boom Crash

I turned to Yargug. He was using his weapon like a common sickle, striking at the troll like a melee weapon. I dashed close and pulled him a short way away before pointing at the length of chain he was gripping. “You Chose The Weapon. Now Use It! Try And Bind Its Free Arm. We Don’t Have An Opening With It Flailing Around Like This.” Yargug nodded and rushed in again. boom crash swing bash I turned to the brothers, pointing two fingers perpendicular to my own arm. “Urgran!” I bellowed. The brother glanced my way and I jabbed my finger into my forearm again. “Penetrate Its Forearm, Destroy Its Grip.” He nodded as he grabbed his brother and guided him into position.

I turned and rushed back in, continuing to distract the troll with each blow. I focused on its arm as I waited for it to lower into position. slash swing boom Crash bam swoosh. I waited … and waited … and waited. … I finally swung up when he slammed the tree club into the arena floor and sliced the strings holding its bracers. The roll of leather jumped away from the troll’s arm as the tension dissipated and exposed the troll’s gleaming wrist. My swing was quickly followed by Urgan shoving his spear through the troll's forearm from the other side, causing a spray of blood to erupt up and down the spear and spraying us with a putrid-smelling ichor. The troll let out a pained ooooooaaaaaaoooooaaaaaa as it dropped the trunk and raised its arm up, tearing the spear from Urgan's grasp and spreading blood around more of the arena. I stifled my own retches as the troll swung wildly, trying to dislodge the spear from its arm but only succeeding causing more showers of his life-giving liquid. whoo-thwk It suddenly turned to slam it’s undamaged hand into Urgran but reared back as an arrow suddenly materialized in one of its eyes. aaaaaoooaaaaaaa It staggered and let out another enraged roar; grasping weakly at the arrow but only succeeding in pushing it in further and causing it to splinter in its socket. It brought both hands up to try and pull the giant stick out but its spear damage arm could only twitch uncontrollably and whack itself in the face. The troll suddenly growled and slammed both of its hands into the arena floor. woo boom It seems to have given up its attempts at removing the invading projectile and just let out another angered RAAAAAOOORRRR. I grinned as I felt another surge of adrenaline, focusing the world around me once more.“Final stretch.”

I turned to Yargug. “Now!” I shouted. Yargug nodded as he winded up and hurled his weapon around the troll’s arm. clickclickclickclick swoosh swoosh His chain to encircle the undamaged limb of the creature and Yargug pulled, causing the sickle at the end to sink into the shallow skin of the arm with a loud thnk. He pulled the chain tight as the troll let out another rooaarr and began to pull roughly at the tether, causing Yargug to lurch forward from the force. He gritted his teeth and gripped the chain tighter as his feet began digging into the dirt. ccccrrrrrr I turned to the brothers. They were panting from exhaustion. They just needed to do one more thing. “Help Him!” I bellowed. They nodded weakly and rushed over to help Yargug, grabbing his chain to keep the monster stationery and distracted. thnk thk thnk Knives and arrows started to sprout near the troll's good eye, causing more putrid red fluid to drip down its face. I shook my arm as I felt the increasingly familiar weight of the shield on my arm. “One more hit should do it.”

I turned to Wurthu and began telling him my plan, shouting over the painful cries of the troll before us.“Trail Behind Me, Jump On My Signal. You’ll Know What It Is When You See It.” I then turned and charged forward, closing the gap the troll had created as I felt more adrenaline course through me. I heard my footsteps reverberating through my skull as I ran. boom boom boom boom boom The troll's ugly figure slowly came into sharp focus as I grew closer, ten feet, then seven, five. Only a few feet from the troll I saw him turn to me, its half-blinded face barely managing a look of hate as it saw my look of determination. It raised its hand to swat me as I got close. I ignored the troll's looming limb and instead fell to my knees, slowly sliding to a stop as I tilted my legs and turned back the way I’d ran.

The world seemed to slow around me as I felt the troll’s massive arm come barreling towards me. Wurthu's thundering figure quickly approached as I raised my shield to provide a launching platform. I saw a glimpse of understanding before he raised his foot and planted it firmly on my shield, rising on it for one massive jump. I tensed as I felt his weight press down, arms straining under the new pressure. I gritted my teeth and pushed up as hard as I could and gave him an extra boost upwards. I let out a roar as Wurthu went flying upwards, propelled towards the troll’s stooped and dripping face. I had a brief vision of Wurthu, axe drawn over his head, face contorted into an enraged roar as the troll’s hand came ever closer. I finally heard a resounding THUNK as Wurthu drove his axe downwards and into the head of the troll. The beast let out a pained roar and reached up, halting his strike as Wurthu continued his journey upwards, leaving his weapon in his very injured target. I heard a unified gasp echo around the arena as the troll let out a long and painful roar, its face cleaved from temple to mouth in a truly gruesome display of pain.

I stared up in stunned silence as I gaze at the weapon now embedded in the troll's head, blood pouring from the fatal wound. The world fell silent as the troll’s roar died and he teetered there. The only sound that dared echo around the arena after the troll stopped screaming was the small boom of Wurthu's fallen body. The monster reached up and briefly tried to grasp at the weapon, a horrendous shudder running through it as it tried to dislodge the weapon. It slowly weakened, teetering as its face continued to shed blood, and began to fall forward. I turned and bolted as the troll collapsed and threatened to squash me beneath it, kicking up a massive cloud of dust as it hit the floor and knocking me onto my stomach. I quickly scrambled to my feet and turned back, still stunned, at the now-dead troll. It lay still as the weapons embedded in it gently glinted in the light, the acrid blood of the troll staining the ground beneath it. I raised my hands to my head asa wave of realization washed over me.“Holy Mother Fucking Shit. WE DID IT! We Actually Fucking Did It! I Can’t Fucking Believe That Worked!”

My internal scream of disbelief was interrupted as a group of orcs slammed into me and hugged me tightly. “Dexter, never let me question you again,” Yamarz cried happily.

“No wonder they chose you as Champion,” Umurn added, slapping his hand firmly on my shoulder.

“I Have Never Felt So Alive!” Vargan shouted gleefully, jumping in excitement. I nodded and returned the unexpected hug as I continued to stare in disbelief at the axe still protruding from the troll's skull. The things that could have gone wrong were staggering. Yet here we stood, victorious.

I turned as I felt another slap on my shoulder and saw Yargug, grinning wildly at me. “This is truly a glorious day. I am certain our ancestors would look on us with pride. I should not have allowed doubt to plague my mind.” Yargug chuckled.

I finally grinned and burst out laughing. “You wouldn't believe me if I said I had my own doubts.” I countered, hysterically. “We don’t even have creatures like this. It’s insane to think we were able to kill it.” The others chuckled in response as they pulled the group hug in tighter. I grinned and laughed along with them, the relief from the events overwhelming. My face fell slack as I suddenly noticed Wurthu wasn't among them. I turned to where he'd fallen behind the troll. I couldn't see any movement in the cloud of dust. I rushed over as the dust spread out and made it difficult to see too far. I finally spotted movement and rushed over to Wurthu's grunting form. He was lying on his back in the dirt, blood dripping down his head, barely propping himself up on his arms.

He turned to me as I slowed to a stop beside him. “Is it dead?” He coughed as a knelt.

I nodded as I examined his body for any other injuries. “I'm pretty sure Nione heard that strike.” I joked optimistically. Wurthu grinned and let out a small laugh though his face was still twisted in pain. My face went slack as I noticed he hadn't attempted to move. “Does anything hurt?” I asked in concern.

Wurthu nodded affirmatively. “My legs scream with pain. I dare not move for fear of damage.”

I looked down at his legs. Beyond some minor swelling, they seemed fine. Though it definitely looked painful. “I think you just sprained it.” I supplied encouragingly. “Can you move at all? Do you need a potion?” Wurthu shook his head, his hand revealing the empty vial clutched within it.

“It is too painful to move.” He admitted. “I cannot stand. … I have already used it anyway. To take any more would dishonor me. I am not worthy to be a warrior.”

I looked at him in shock, his words not making sense. “The fuck do you mean not worthy? You killed the thing. You're more than worthy. There's no shame in using the potion now. Hell, I doubt the spectators can see us in this cloud of dust.”

Wurthu shook his head again. I noticed the others were gathered around him now, looking down in concern. “It would not be right. The beast was slain from your plan. I merely followed your lead. In any regard, the rite is over. The beast is slain and I cannot stand. To use it now would not be fair to the rite.” He let his head fall back with a sigh. “It would be dishonorable.” I looked down and shook my head. “Right, they have tribal honor. That, or it’s some psychological term. I'll have to ask Amelia later.” I turned to look at the body of the troll. “Although he's not wrong. It would be a little unfair if he used it now. They seem to take their phrasing literally though. ‘Left standing when it's slain'. That phrasing is interesting. I guess ...”

I turned back to Wurthu, my face carrying a loot of determination. “I commend the sentiments behind your words, but I'm not about to leave you behind.” I echoed in earnest.



Amelia



I stared at the now dust-filled arena, hands clamped over my mouth. The display of speed and skill I just witness was beyond description. I would almost use the word beautiful if it weren't for all the blood involved. I gazed wide-eyed at the barely visible unmoving body of the troll, waiting from them to reemerge. The finally felling of the creature had spat up a cloud of dust that covered the immediate area, hiding Dexter and the others as they dashed into it. I had seen one of him land the spectacular final blow, but I had not seen him retreat before the troll collapsed heavily onto the arena floor. I leaned over to whisper to Bulak, worried for the well-being of the orc that had fallen so far. “Is anyone going to-” I cut myself off as I noticed movement within the cloud, causing a wave to emanate behind it as it moved. It drifted along the body of the fallen troll and towards the head. It stopped at the top and I cringed as a loud Squelch echoed around the arena. The orcs around me stayed silent as they watched in amazement at the scene unfolding. Dexter finally emerged from the dust, Wurthu's arm draped over his shoulder as he practically carried him into the center of the arena. Wurthu was gripping his axe weakly and seemed to protest at Dexter's actions, but he ignored him. The other recruits trailed behind them as they walked. Dexter finally stopped as he looked around the audience. They remained silent as they stared expectantly at them. Dexter finally reached down and grabbed Wurthu's arm, guiding it and the axe up as if to display the blood on the weapon. The crowd around me suddenly erupted into thunderous applause, celebrating as a large drop of blood fell from the large battleaxe. I saw a grin flash across Dexter's face as he let go and stepped back, leaving Wurthu standing there, basking in the applause. He staggered slightly before pulling himself up and gazing around at the orcs. I felt a surge of relief as I joined the roar of victory. Relief washed over Wruthui’s face as well as he stood there, enjoying the adoration pouring down on him. I saw Dexter turn to Wurthu and perform the greeting Kagan had first done when meeting us. The others repeated his action as Wurthu grinned, dropping his axe tiredly. I heard Bulak let out a small laugh as she saw Wurthu practically leaning on the axe and clapped along with everyone.

Thnk Thnk The sound interrupted the roar of the crowd, signaling silence. I turned to see Dubak standing in front of his throne, massive battle-axe in hand, as he stared out at the group. I turned back in time to see Wurthu fall to one knee, head bowed, quickly followed by the other orcs. Dexter took another second to register the events, then followed their example. The world remained silent for another minute, then Dubak spoke, voice echoing around the arena as a grin crept across his face. “Words Fail Me When I Press Myself To Describe The Feats I Have Seen Today.” He beamed happily. “You Have Shown A Level Of Resourcefulness And Tenacity That Few Here Could Claim To Possess. You Showed Fear Upon First Encounter, Fleeing From An Impossibly Strong Foe That You Had No Hope Of Defeating, But You Returned From This Setback To Change The Tide Of Battle And Slay The Creature Before You. Few Can Claim to Possess Such Skill As To Slay A Mighty Troll With Such A Decisive Blow. For That, I Commend You, Acknowledging The Trials And Tribulations You Have Faced And Overcome, And Declare You All Worthy Of The Title Of Warrior.” Another wave of applause swelled as Dubak paused his speech. The applause lasted for a few minutes, then died down to silence again. Dubak nodded towards the bowed group as he gestured his fingers upwards. “Given This New Development, There Is One Amongst Us That We Must Personally Address. Dexter, Rise.”

Dexter complied and looked up at Dubak. I could see his hand trembling nervously as he squinted up at Dubak. Dubak gave him a reassuring grin he couldn’t see and gestured again. “It Appears You Are Successful In Your Endeavor. You Have Now Become A Declared Warrior. As Such, You Have More Than Earned The Title Of Champion. This Is One Of The Highest Honors Any Citizen Of Gashur Can Receive. It Is Reserved For Those That Have Undeniably Changed The Tides Of Battle And Served The Chief To Slay Those That Have Threatened Him. Amongst Us, Only Three Have Earned This Title. Kagan, Agrob And Magub, Each Having Chosen An Emblem To Capture Their Essence And Have It Engraved Into Their Very Body. A Symbol that Would Strike Fear Into The Hearts Of The Enemy.” Each orc rose as their names were called out. “For Mighty Magub, He Has Chosen Our ToweringChemisit, A Creature Of Unquestionable Strength And Power. For Cunning Kagan, He Chose The Battle Axe, The Weapon He Used To Defend The Border From Invasion By The Elves At Urkrog. For Acclaimed Agrob, He Chose The Burning Flame, Signifying The Fire That Burned Within Him During The First Defense Of Snakhagr. You Will Equally Be Tasked With Choosing A Symbol That Best Signifies Your Spirit; So That You May Inspire Others To Reach Up And Obtain Greatness And Fill Our Foes With Dread.”

Dexter nodded and looked down slightly as he seemed to give the notion some thought. I could see the wheel turning in his head as he juggled the options. Meanwhile, Dubak continued his speech “This Prospect Will By No Means Be Simple. Some Have Pondered Months To Choose Their Symbol. Once You Have Decided On Your Emblem You Can Come Forward To Ha-”

“I MADE A CHOICE,” Dexter shouted, causing Dubak to pause. Everyone was now staring expectantly at him as he took a deep breath. I felt tears swell as he began to speak. “I'm Not Like All Of You. I Did Not Fight To Strike Fear Into The Hearts Of The Elves. I Fought To Protect Someone That I Cared About, Someone That Did Not Have The Strength To Protect Themselves. She Was A Little Girl Who Sadly Lost Her Life Because I Failed Her. Because I Could Not Reach Her In Time. Her Name Was Shel And She Loved Butterflies. She Had No Place In The Defense Of Snakhagr, But She Lost Her Life Nonetheless. Just As Any Number Of Children Before Her, Children That Lost Their Lives Because There Was No One That Could Protect Them. She Is Why I Fight, They Are Why I Fight; Not For The Purpose Of Fear, But Protection; Protection For Those That Do Not Have The Strength To Fight, For Those That Can't Defend Themselves, For Those That Would Perish Should I Fall In Battle! That Is Why I Choose The Butterfly As My Symbol. So That I Might Always Remember Why I Fight, For All The Young And Innocent Of The Tribe. So That They Can Have A Chance At Life, A Chance To Bring Light And Brightness Into The World. We Were All Those Young Once. To Not Protect Them Is To Condemn Ourselves; To Condemn Our Own Future.”

What followed was a stunned silence. Then isolated laughter echoed about the arena. Dubak glared in their directions, causing them to grow quiet. Once silence had fallen once more he turned back to Dexter. “Are you certain?” He asked loudly, ensuring Dexter heard his query. “Many would choose a more foreboding emblem. A butterfly is not a symbol one tends to fear. Once you have chosen it is impossible to select another.”

Dexter smirked and nodded determinately, a fire in his eyes that radiated his intentions louder than his words. “Our Enemies Will Learn To Fear The Butterfly.” He replied simply. “On My Life As A Champion, The World Will Know My Name.”

Dubak remained silent for a moment, pondering Dexter’s conviction, then nodded. “I Can See There Is No Use Trying To Change Your Decision. Very Well, From Here On Out You Will Be Known As A Champion Of Battle; Champion Of The Butterfly.” Another roar of applause erupted from the stands as his final words were spoken. I saw Dexter break out into a massive smile as he reveled in his own roaring applause. I felt another wave of relief wash over me as I added to the cheers of the crowd. “I can only imagine the endorphins going through him right now.”

I turned to Bulak and chuckled as the arena continued to cheer for Dexter, their animosity towards him momentarily forgotten. “What do you think?” I asked happily, glancing around at the screaming crowd. “Has he adequately persuaded Snakhagr of his intentions?”

Bulak grinned and nodded as she continued to clap. “Not in its entirety,” She admitted. “but he has taken a big step in the correct direction.”

I nodded as I turned back to the arena. “He has big plans for the future, plans beyond the wildest dreams of anyone here. I can only imagine which ones he'll be able to complete.”

Bulak nodded again, letting out a sigh as she stared down at the arena. “If the rumors about his plans are true, he will face great opposition from the other tribes. Our war will not be as easily resolved as this.”

            

    
        26. A Glorious Feast

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



Despite all my fears, that was the most satisfying day of my life. We had gone back to the preparations room to change out of our equipment and I couldn't stop smiling as I undid the straps of my armor. “I still can't believe we managed to do that. I thought for sure we were done for once that creature tossed me aside like a ragdoll.” I turned to Wurthu, wondering how he was doing. He was sitting on a chair as his injuries were being tended to by one of the mages. I grinned as the final blow suddenly replayed in my mind. “I’m pretty sure that was the most memorable blow I ever witnessed. That’s even counting all the ones I saw back home.”

Wurthu grinned and sighed as he used a damp cloth to wipe the dried blood from his temple. “My arms still ache from the strike.” He remarked. “Were that a real battle, that action would likely have turned the tides.”

I nodded as I finally pulled the bracer off and saw the jagged scar now gracing my inner forearm, going from my wrist and traveling down at least three inches. I ran a finger along it and winced as a shot of pain ran up my arm. “I guess one of the absent effects involved scar tissue.” I shook my head as I tossed the bracer onto the table. “All the more reason to learn healing techniques.” I turned to my other bracer as I voiced a question to the general room. “So where does this equipment belong? While I'm here I might as well put it away.”

Vargan stood to answer my question, causing me to turn to him as he pointed about the room. “Your armor belongs to that third mannequin, the shield goes to the rack over there, but the sword is not from this room.”

I looked at him, confused. “Wait, then where’d we get it? I thought this was everything we were offered for the Arena”

Vargan nodded as he gestured towards the door. “Shurkul had arrived before most of us to supply the blade for the rite. He said he had finished the ‘Bessemer contraption' in time to make a few swords. Told me to have you put it to good use.”

My eyes went wide as I turned back to the scabbard, realizing what Vargan meant. “Woah. He finished that fast. I never expected him to complete it so quickly. Although, he’s proven himself very knowledgeable on how to work metal. He probably worked on the Bessemer Chamber in his spare time as he helped with repairs.” I pulled at the handle again and gazed at the blade, the steel glinting in the light. “It’s freaky suddenly realizing I’m holding my own sword. Holy Shit, This is cool. I’ll have to find time to go down and thank him.” I grinned to myself and nodded as I sheathed the sword, turning back to Vargan. “That's very generous of him. I'll have to find a way to thank him.”

Vargan nodded as he turned to Yamarz and Yargug. “He said you two could keep your weapons as well. He sees no reason to return such unique weapons.” They nodded as they finished pulling off their armor and began putting them away.

I followed suit as the door was suddenly pushed open, striking the opposite wall with a sharp smack. “It would seem congratulations are in order.” A voice said as I placed the leather back onto the mannequin. I turned to identify the speaker and saw the orc with the gold-trimmed shawl. He was smiling this time, looking around at us as he folded his hands behind his back. “The troll was by far the most difficult creature we could have chosen. I would dare say that many weathered soldiers would find trouble accomplishing what you had today. Your cooperation has demonstrated how capable you are as warriors.” He turned to me as I walked back to the table. “And I must commend you on rallying the others, despite your … painful setback.”

I nodded as I absentmindedly thumbed the scar on my arm. “The potions were a big help in there, despite the physical cost.”

The orc nodded as he rubbed his leg. “We would provide such potions to rite participants if there was not a valuable lesson to be learned from it.”

I nodded again as I lifted the shield and carried it over to the rack. “I'm guessing it's something along the lines of ‘Don't get reckless just because you have an undo button'?”

The orc tilted his head as he watched me pick up the shield and put it away. “I am unfamiliar with that phrase. But no, that is not the lesson I was referring to. Being cautious even with such potions comes with discipline. The lesson that came to mind is to not rely on our mages should you get injured in battle. There are not enough battlemages to keep an army uninjured and they are often far more pressed with their own skirmishes.”

I nodded as I walked back over and picked up my sword, pulling it on as I chuckled to myself. “That works too. I’m glad you mentioned that then. I’ll keep that in mind if I find myself in the middle of a battle again.”

The orc grinned and nodded as I tied the leather strap tight around my torso, pinning the sword to my back. “Let us hope that day is far off. From how you carried yourself in the Arena, I would say you still have much to learn of our ways of combat.”

I nodded as I stretched, walking towards the door as I went through a mental list of things I skipped while preparing for the rite. “You’re right about that,” I admitted. “The time crunch did me no favors in learning actual fighting techniques. I do think I’ve cemented my preferred weapons though. At least, until I find it necessary to try out other choices.”

The orc nodded and grinned as he gestured at the door him, inviting me and the others to follow. “Thoughts for the future, outsider. For now, I suggest we begin moving this gathering to the Great Hall. The Chief has ordered a feast prepared. You still have the luxury of celebrating this momentous occasion, after all.”

I grinned as the thought of food suddenly barreled to the forefront of my mind. I was starving after the Gauntlet and Arena back to back. The meager breakfast wasn’t doing much to sustain me at this point. I nodded as I turned and glanced at the others. They were just finishing returning their armaments and joining the group gathered near the door. “That sounds like a good idea. You guys ready?” They nodded as Wurthu stood and tested his leg.

The mage beside him nodded as he stood and handed him a small vial. “Drink this if you feel any pain during the day.” Wurthu nodded as she took the bottle and slipped it into his shawl. The mage then turned and departed from the room, leaving us and the new orc by ourselves. I turned back to the orc as I felt Wuthu’s wounds now covered everything left to do in this room. “Let's go then. I think I speak for all of us when I say we’re starving.”

The orc chuckled and nodded as he turned to open the door, “Let us away then.” He said cheerily, stepping through as he began escorting us up to the Great Hall.



We stepped through the door and into the Great Hall. It was even more crowded than the arena was. Orcs filled the chairs as the chatter of conversation permeated the room. I looked around as the orc escorted us towards the throne. A few of the orcs stopped and stared as we passed. Some carried warm grins of congratulations, others still showed contempt for my presence, though it was weaker than those in the weeks prior. I turned towards the throne as we neared and saw another long table positioned in front of it, piled with all manner of delectable food and drink. A series of chairs were set up beside the throne, spanning the length of the table. I grinned as I saw Bulak stand from her seat and hurry over. In her hands, I could see a pair of black frames, a smudge indicating one of the lenses had cracked. “Congratulations.” She beamed, handing me my glasses.

I continued to grin and nodded as I put the frames on, bringing the world into sharp focus. The others walked over to the tables as I continued to talk to Bulak. “I should be thanking you. I definitely wouldn't have made it through without your help.”

Bulak grinned and looked down slightly, her fingers occupying themselves as she blushed. “I only showed you where you lacked. You were the one that improved yourself.”

I chuckled as I pointed at the sword. I couldn’t draw it from where it sat, but I had no intention of doing so today. “Still, I wouldn't feel comfortable having this if it wasn't for your help. Your uncle taught you well.”

Bulak nodded again as she gestured at the table, her hands finally done fiddling with each other. “We should sit, Amelia will be here soon with the-” The door just behind us was pushed open and Amelia stepped through. “Speak of the devil.”

She looked about and spotted us, her face forming a smile as she rushed over, holding up the three silver amulets. “I brought these in case you need them.” She explained. “I’m pretty sure those orcs will want to talk to you now that it’s all over.

I nodded as I took the amulets from her and slipped them into my pocket. “I'm sure there's a ceremony I have to attend. I'll ask them when they bring it up.”

Bulak shook her head as she gestured in my pocket. “It is not complicated. You could do it in the time it takes to strike a blade.”

I looked at her skeptically. “It's that easy?”

Bulak nodded. “The enchantments require the presence of both parties to begin, but once that's done you can easily declare the debt fulfilled.”

I nodded as I glanced over at the table. “Then let's sit down. I think we're the ones everyone is waiting on.” Bulak glanced around and nodded as she gestured for us to follow her back towards the table.

I moved to follow, but Amelia wrapped her arms around me in a quick hug, pulling me to a stop for a moment. “Congratulations.” She voiced, looking up at me, relief on her face. I grinned and hugged her back before letting go and sitting at the table, removing the sword and draping the strap onto the back of my chair. I sat between Bulak and Amelia, the throne to my left beyond Bulak and the other recruits to my right beyond Amelia. I looked beyond Dubak, who was presently sitting on his throne, and saw a group of half a dozen orcs with gold trim shawls sitting on his left side. They appeared to be conversing among themselves as they patiently waited for the feast to begin. I felt my mouth water as I turned and looked down at the feast before me. Meat topped with delicious looking sauces. Cooked birds surrounded by darkened vegetables. A whole smoked boar sat on a small outcropping in the table in front of Dubak. Plates of bread and fruit littered the unoccupied space, packing the table with food. I looked over as I saw Dubak stand, causing a hush to fill the hall.

He allowed the hush to linger for a moment as he looked around, meeting the eyes of a few orcs in the crowd. Then, he cleared his throat and allowed his voice to boom about the hall. “Today, we welcome these warriors with open arms. This feast is to commemorate the time and effort they have presented to make it here today. May they valiantly serve to protect the state of Gashur.” thump thump The orcs in attendance responded by hammering the tables before them, either with their fist or goblets in hand. Dubak nodded and gestured around, silencing the sudden outburst. “Let the Feast Begin!” His words signaled a procession of orcs egressing from a door behind him and spreading out to occupy the tables with the food they carried. They wore shawls that were tied close with leather straps, similar to the straps that had kept my leather armor on in the Arena. Very little of their clothes drooped or sagged, allowing their figure to be seen beneath the thick clothes. I turned and watched as they slowly filled the tables with an assortment of foods similar to the ones in front of me. I felt my stomach rumble and briefly thought about reaching out to grab some of the food before noticing Bulak and Dubak had neglected to do so. I bit my cheek and sat back as I waited for them to start. The orcs not at the head table wasted no time in digging into the food once it was in reach, grabbing rolls and piles of meat within a moment of it being presented to them. The ones at the far end of the hall had to wait the longest for their food, most of the tight-laced orcs returning with already empty plates before they even reached the end of the building. Finally, once the orcs had finished handing out food to all the tables along the hall and retreated back through the door behind us, Bulak and Dubak reached for their plates. I followed suit as my stomach let out another low grumble.

I piled my plate high with a variety of food as the feast began with vigor, each orc too occupied in their own plates to converse with others. For several minutes the only sound filling the hall was the crunch and smack of eating. As soon as a platter was emptied, a tight-laced orc would emerge from the door again to refill the barren saucer. Once plates gradually emptied and stomach slowly filled, conversations began. I slowly worked through my meal as another procession of orcs came out and gave each person at the table a goblet of beer. I grinned and took a swig, fluid burning slightly as it traveled down my throat. I set the goblet down and looked out over the hall as my mind began to churn idly. I turned to Bulak as a question popped into my mind. “Out of curiosity, how many tribes are there?”

Bulak took a second to chew and swallow before answering, amusement on her face as she placed a half-eaten bird leg down for a moment. “You do not slow down, do you.” She remarked.

I chuckled and shook my head as I took a bite of a drumstick, taking a moment to think about the future. I finally replied to her statement, mouth half occupied with bird meat. “I want to start working on a plan as soon as possible. I have no idea what he has come up with. The cannons could be the very beginning of what he’s managed to make or the pinnacle of what he's reached so far. I might as well learn the potential of the orcs around me so that I can plan accordingly.”

Bulak nodded as she took a sip from the goblet in front of her. “Prudent, knowledge is a powerful tool for success.” She then considered for a moment, swirling her drink thoughtfully. “To answer your query, there are seven tribes throughout the lands, including Gashur. The others span the land to the east and fight along their borders to gain control of the land. Gashur has not participated directly in this conflict, but merchants from Varthug do come to trade.”

I nodded as I swallowed the last of the food in my mouth, reaching to take a sip as I asked another question. “And If you were to guess the amount of land the tribes control, what would it be?”

Bulak paused as she seemed to consider the question. “About a hundred and eighty million acres.” She finally answered.

I turned to Bulak sharply at the size of the number. “I thought Gashur was only ten million acres,” I remarked, placing my goblet down. “If there are seven tribes, shouldn't it be around seventy million?”

Bulak shook her head as she set her drink down again. “The others hold much more land than Gashur. Even Bugrol holds twelve million acres. Zuhgan currently controls the largest regions, but I cannot presently recall their territorial claims.”

I nodded as Bulak explained the disparity. I felt a twinge of annoyance at myself as I realized I hadn’t considered the possibility. “Dumbass.” I nodded again as I ignored the thought. “That makes a lot more sense. Expectations aside, that’s a lot of land to hold. Still, that's good info. It can give me an idea of how they'd stack up to Adympia. Speaking of, how much land do they hold?”

I reached for my goblet again as Bulak answered “About four hundred million acres.”

I breathed in sharply, causing me to sputter and cough. I spent a few seconds coughing as I tried to expel the beer from my lungs. “Jesus fucking Christ,” I finally choked. “No wonder they’re so notorious. I had no idea their land was so vast.”

Bulak nodded as she began to scowl, fiddling with her knife as she explained. “What makes them dangerous is how coordinated they are. Almar is a coward and a crook among cowards and crooks. He would gladly pester Gashur until the end times, but one hint of a response will send him wailing to the rest of Adympia. Without such formidable threats, we would gladly march across the border and lay waste to that city.”

I nodded as I took another sip, soothing the soreness from the coughing. “That may end up being a reality if I get a plan together,” I assured her. “I just need to find an opportune moment to convince the other tribes to form some kind of alliance.”

Bulak nodded as she placed her knife down with a soft click. “You may find such a time at the Harvest Festival.” She suggested. “I cannot assure most of the other tribes will be there, but it may allow you to convince the ones that are of your intentions.”

I nodded as I fiddled with my own utensil. “Judging from the name, it's a festival to celebrate a harvest?” Bulak nodded. I scratched my head thoughtfully as I considered the possible responses to my presence “However, if I were to attend I'd have to be careful. I'm guessing the initial sentiments the city showed me is tenfold what it will be amongst them.”

Bulak nodded again, a look of disappointment on her face. “I wish that were not so,” She sighed. “I am hopeful that orcs may find betterment by learning of your strange magic.”

I let out a sigh as I glanced around at the orcs filling the hall. Just looking around reminded me that I wasn’t home, that a lot of them still hated me but were being quiet because of my new status. “If I can change the mind of these people, I can certainly do it for them,” I assured myself, trying to distract myself from the daunting task itself.

Bulak nodded as she placed her hand over mine. “You can worry about that later,” She whispered soothingly. “The seed is not even planted yet. For now, just enjoy this victory. If you have intentions to manage an army, you should know how to keep morale high.”

I grinned and nodded as Bulak let go and raised her goblet, presenting its rim to me. I raised my own goblet and collided it with hers. “To victory.” I beamed, causing a clink to emit from our goblet. Bulak grinned in kind as she brought the drink to her lips and drank deeply. I followed suit and tried to drain the goblet but gave up as the burning sensation overwhelmed me. I looked over and saw Bulak drain her goblet with a satisfied sigh.

She turned and smiled as she set the goblet down and an orc walked over to refill it. “How is the food treating you?” She asked, changing the subject.

I looked back and picked up a bundle of berries, grapes as far as I could tell. The taste of them as I popped a few into my mouth supported my assumption. “It's all delicious. I actually thought you guys didn't have many fruits, what with all the meat and bread you've given me.”

Bulak shook her head as she watched me eat. “We do not serve them often, but we found if we did not do it often enough the people would grow weak. Sadly our soils are not well suited for sweet fruits. So even then, not many wish to consume the enriching food.”

Amelia suddenly leaned forward, a smile on her face as she addressed Bulak. “We actually know why that happens.”

Bulak tilted her head and leaned forward to address her. “Is that so?” She asked, speaking past me now to speak to Amelia. Amelia nodded and started explaining the concept and benefits of vitamins, amino acids . . . and potassium, for some reason. I had heard of similar talks before so I turned to look out and watch the orcs eating their food. I saw them gradually pick apart the birds and pigs set before them, leaving only the bones behind. I saw smiling faces and heard nearby raucous laughter as the feast progressed. I smiled to myself as my thoughts from before diminished. Sure, some of them hated me, but I could see myself getting along with a lot of the others, especially the ones that were willing to help.

I suddenly spotted a group of three stand and walk towards the table. I recognized Uggug, Xegug, and Brugo as they approached. “Speak of the devil.” I thought as I grinned and stood to greet them. “I’m glad you could make it,” I said as they stopped in front of me. They grinned in kind as they struck their closed fist to their chest. I mimicked the movement and began feeling the mild tingle of the alcohol in my drink. “Thanks a bunch for all your help,” I chuckled. “I definitely wouldn't be here today if it wasn't for your help.”

They grinned and nodded as Uggug gestured towards the feast behind him. “I have no clue of the training practices you followed, but the soldiers you requested sounded much more humble when they returned.”

I chuckled and nodded as I jabbed a thumb at the sword resting on my chair. “I did the same thing I did to you, showed them how I fight. It has a weird effect on you people.”

Brugo nodded as he glanced along the table at the other recruits. I noticed Vargan was talking to a group of orcs, likely his family. The four orcs seemed ecstatic the Vargan was standing there. I could see a bit of a resemblance among the lot of them. “You were certainly spectacular to watch,” Brugo noted. “It goes against many things we thought we knew about outsiders.”

I nodded as I reached into my pocket and pulled out the amulets. “Speaking of expectations, I doubt you thought much better about our sense of honor before you met me. You wouldn't have given me these otherwise.” They nodded as they saw the silvery lockets. They felt strangely heavy as I held them up. “From what I heard, it shouldn’t take too long to fulfill these. . . So, how do I do that?”

Brugo let out a laugh and held out a hand. I gave him the locket he'd given me, curious about what he was going to do with it. He gazed at the locket for a moment before pressing a small button on the side, causing a hinge on the bottom of the amulet to open and reveal a small needle. “A debt sealed in blood must be broken in blood.” He said simply, handing it back to me. I looked at the small needle and the thumbprint inside the locket. A realization dawned on me as I realized what it needed from me. “Oh, it's like that John Wick movie.” I let out a brief sigh and swiftly pressed my thumb onto the spike. A small sting emanated from my digit as the glass case suddenly popped open, allowing me to access the print staining half the amulet. I brought my thumb up and pressed it next to the old print, causing warmth to radiate onto my other hand. I removed my finger and turned the amulet over in time to see the clay beneath sprout new words below the old ones. Dexter has declared this debt fulfilled.

I grinned and handed it back to Brugo. “That is so cool.”I chuckled.

Brugo held up his hand in refusal. “Keep it. Consider it a promise to aid you if you need something less . . . mad.”

I nodded and slipped the amulet back into my pocket as I turned to the other two. “Now for these two.” I pressed the spot Brugo had touched, but nothing happened. I pressed harder, but still, the hinge did not spring out.

Uggug cleared his throat and held out his hand. I paused for a second then handed him the amulets. He turned them over then handed one of them to Xegug as he explained. “The clasp will not open if the debtor is not the one pressing the spot.” The two amulets let out another small click as they pressed on them, revealing two more needles for me to press on.

I nodded as they handed the amulets back and I repeated the action, earning two more pricks on my thumb. “That must be the enchantment,” I commented, handing the amulets back. “Bulak told me it could only work if both parties were involved.”

The brothers nodded as they slipped the amulets into their shawls. “Each of us holds a unique essence that can be used to trace our path or prevent access for anyone but us. The amulets are given such an enchantment.” I grinned and let out a small laugh. “That kind of sounds like a genetic passcode.” I was about to continue the conversation when the group that was talking to Vargan suddenly appear beside Brugo, addressing me directly.

A small orcish woman reached out and gripped my hand as she spoke. “Thank you for helping our son. I have never seen him this happy.” I turned and saw Vargan beaming wildly as he talked to another orc, this one young, attractive, and seemingly very into Vargan. The others were also now speaking with their families over the food.

I chuckled as I turned back to Vargan’s family. “He's very capable with his weapon,” I replied, giving them a grin. “I doubt we could've done this without his bow. He has a lot to be proud of, just like you do.” I saw a wide smile sprout from her face. I grinned as I saw the joy radiating from her. “Whatever you did with him, I hope you're doing with these two.” I gestured at the two younger orcs beside her. They shifted from foot to foot as they twiddle their thumbs nervously. I gave them a reassuring nod before turning back to the small woman. “Gashur can always use more capable orcs like him.” The woman grinned wider and tears began to swell in her eyes as she turned to look at Vargan with pride. I turned to the orc towering over her as I finally noticed him staring. He gazed sternly yet cautiously at me, an expression I had seen in the city before, but I could have sworn it was softer than normal. “Must be his father” I held out my hand as I met his gaze, giving him a reassuring nod. “You've done a great job raising him. There's a lot he can accomplish with what you've taught him.”

The orc eyed my hand warily, then took it and shook vigorously. “Welcome to Gashur.” He said simply. I grinned and nodded as he let go and gestured everyone to follow him back towards their seats. “He seems like a man of very few words.” I watched them leave as I felt a sense of relief wash over me. I only now realized I had my own apprehensions about working with these people.

Uggog grinned at me as he noticed my relief. “It would seem you have managed to sway their minds as well,” Uggug commented, trying to distract me from my thoughts.

I glanced at the growing group talking to the newfound warriors, imagining the immediate scenarios that would occur. “I suspect I'll have to wait on sitting down,” I remarked. “They might want to talk to me as well.”

Brugo nodded as he too glanced at the crowd. “We will leave you to it then, but first.” He extended his hand to me. “Congratulations on becoming a Champion. People will expect much from you because of this. I hope you do not disappoint.”

I grinned and nodded as I took his hand and shook. “I’ll try not to disappoint,” I replied. Brugo nodded as he turned and walked back into the mass of tables, followed shortly by Xegug and Uggug. I let out a sigh and turned to the other orcs, already spotting one of the groups making their way over. I lifted my goblet and took a swig. “Let's fucking do this.”



I spent the next hour or so talking to their families, getting congratulated, commending their actions in the arena. I was even giving a tiny carved shield by Yamarz's father; apparently, they're woodworkers, specializing in making and selling furniture to the city. “If you ever need a masterfully constructed chair, you know where to find me.” I nodded as he finally walked off, leaving me with the small carving resting in my hand. It was barely big enough to fill my palm. It was a nice trinket though. I let out another sigh as I slipped the figure into my pocket and took another sip from my goblet, feeding the buzz I was feeling. I lowered the goblet as another figure stepped forward. It took me a second to recognize the spotted shawl and unamused expression of Agrob staring down at me.

I let out a slow sigh as I met his judgemental gaze. “Good evening Agrob. It's nice to see you again.” Agrob didn't respond, merely glared at me. I detected movement to my left and raised my hand to signal Bulak to stop. I had to confront Agrob myself. I heard her lower herself back into her chair as she watched our conversation. I gave the Champion before me a smug grin. “I have to admit; this whole situation is still surreal to me. Two months ago, I was back home with my friends and family, completely oblivious to the world where I now stand. A mere sixty days later I'm a champion of a people that have only been described in our wildest fantasies. I must say it sounds like something out of a movie.” I paused, sipping from my goblet to see if Agrob would respond. He just continued to stare at me as he let out a low growl. “Although, all things considered, I'm not all that surprised that I accomplished this. Back home I’ve heard all these tales of human ingenuity and stubbornness. There always seems to be a certain point where humans just . . . break; and all they can think about is how to destroy the things that hurt them. For a few of those stories, their rage can consume them if they're not careful. Then again, sometimes being consumed by it is the only way they can hope to accomplish their goal. You of all people must understand. I can't imagine how often you've thought about Almar and what he did to your sister.” I saw him tense up as he clenched his fist. I’d hit a nerve. A part of me knew it would get to him, but another part didn’t really care. I smirked as I gave him a shrug, spinning the conversation towards a place where I thought we might have common ground. “To be honest I'm probably thinking the same things right now. What sort of gruesome tools can I come up with to use on him? How much pain can the body handle before death sets in? Can I draw it out to make sure he suffers as much as he's caused suffering?”

“You know nothing of my thoughts.” Agrob suddenly scoffed. I paused and took another sip as Agrob continued to speak. “You may have swayed these people here, but I have yet to see a reason to disregard what he did to our city. All you have done is show how capable of a fighter you are.”

“Uncle-” Bulak interjected, but Agrob ignored her.

“I will not deny that you have earned the title of Champion, nothing I say could change that matter, but I refuse to let myself be so easily swayed. You may have kept up this charade for this long, but sooner or later you will show who you really are.” I opened my mouth to speak but stopped as I spotted movement behind Agrob. I turned and saw a child's hand reaching over the edge, grabbing blindly for food. Agrob noticed my gaze and turned towards the child, surprised at the sudden audience. I leaned forward to identify him.

The child's eyes went wide, and he stepped back as he saw me looking down at him. I felt my heart soften as I heard the timid and nervous tremor in his voice. I was reminded of Shel as the young boy stammered out an apology. “I- I am sowy. I saw peapole standing here and I thought I could get more food. I can just-”

I held up my hand and cut him off, not wanting to scare him. “Give me a second,” I said, reaching over to one of the smoked birds near me. I gripped the drumstick and twisted hard, causing a loud snap to emanate from the joints. The leg pulled away with ease as I reached over to another plate and grabbed an apple. I presented the two pieces of food to the young child. “Make sure you eat both of these.” I requested. “You want to grow up big and strong, right?” The child nodded timidly as he took the food and ran back into the mess of tables, leaving me and Agrob to watch him go. I smiled to myself as I watched him disappear behind the mass of orcs. “Never again.” My face fell again as I turned back to Agrob. He was still glaring at me, but I swore I saw a hint of … something else besides that. I let out a sigh as I took a sip from my goblet, pushing my anger to the back of my mind.

I let out another sigh and set my goblet down as I stared at Agrob. “I have no control over what you think of me,” I said, getting to the point of it all. “The best I can hope for is to show you why your thoughts might be wrong, but that's not the thing pressing my mind right now. I meant what I said in the arena. I fought in that battle to protect the city. I've been fighting so that I can gain that title in order to protect these people, and I will continue to fight for as long as I can to make sure that they don't have to face fear like that again. I'm not asking you to accept me, that comes of your own volition. What I am asking you to do is to trust me. Because I can't defeat Almar if I don't know everything he's capable of, just like you can't do the same without my help. So, for now, let's forget any harsh words we've spoken to each other and work together towards a common goal.” I extended my hand as Agrob continued to glare at me. “What do you say?” Agrob looked down at my hand, then back at me. After a minute he turned and took a few steps away, pausing as if to consider something.

He then looked over his shoulder at me, green eyes holding the same contempt as before. “I organize training in the Eastern Barracks. Come find me when you are ready to work.” I swallowed nervously and nodded. Agrob then turned and walked back into the crowd, remaining visible until he disappeared behind a group of standing orcs. I let out a sigh as I finally sat back in my chair, feet glad to be resting after so long.

Bulak turned to me apprehensively. “You have met my uncle before?”

I nodded as I rubbed my head. “A less than pleasant encounter, but nothing I don't understand. At least now he's agreed to cooperate.”

Bulak shook her head as she leaned back in her seat. “I would hardly consider that cooperation,” she huffed. “You are a Champion now. He should show you a modicum of respect.”

I shook my head as I cracked my knuckles. “He's still a Champion as well,” I reminded her. “He expected respect when I first met him and I showed him fuck all in that regard. No, now I need to earn it. At least the rite gave him a hint that I can be trusted. That means I can see what sort of doo-dads you guys have collected over the years. I might be able to explain what they do and how they work. I can even explain how the cannons work, but I'll need to find a way to protect against them if I plan to march on Nione.”

Bulak nodded as she took another sip from her goblet. “We do not have many outsider objects,” she admitted, “but we have plenty of elven artifacts that you might give us insight into. I am unsure if the elves have stolen much from the outsider they possess.”

I nodded again as I took a sip of beer, the concoction burning slightly as it traveled down my throat. “Those I'm less sure about. I might be able to explain it, or I could be as lost as you are.”

Bulak nodded as she let out a sigh. “Prudent,” she replied thoughtfully. “Still, it would help Gashur if you can determine what an artifact is or how to make it.”

I nodded as I stretched, feeling my muscles ache from the effort. “I can head over there when I get a plan together. I'll start working on that tomorrow. For now, I'm just enjoying being a Champion.”

Bulak grinned at the notion as she looked out at the Hall. “There will be people that do not believe this development. The two thousand in the arena are the only ones that witnessed the battle. Then again, that is why we have the Champions branded with their symbol. That way, none can question the authenticity of their claims.”

I nodded as I lifted my goblet to my lips but faltered as I registered Bulak's words.  “Wait, Branding?” I asked in disbelief. “Like, with a hot piece of metal?”

Bulak nodded as she turned to me. “A permanent mark on your being, forever dedicated to the battle that earned you your title. Given the speed at which you chose your symbol, your ceremony will be in a fortnight. They'll imprint the emblem on your chest, just above your heart, signifying the life you risked to achieve the title. You can attempt to exercise authority without it, but they likely will not believe your status until you are branded.”

I sat back as I rubbed my chest, just trying to imagine how badly something like that would hurt. “That's a lot for a title,” I remarked.

Bulak nodded. “It is the tradition of things. It also ensures cowards do not claim false authority. Only seasoned warriors or ones that know of battle have the stomach to withstand the pain. Though, nowadays, they only require you to withstand the pain for an hour. After that, they give you a potion to speed up the healing process. Some choose to forgo the potion, but they run the risk of a skin sickness.”

I nodded as the prospects of the branding diminished. “That sounds better. At least I'm not running the risk of infection.”

Bulak nodded as she raised her goblet again. “Still, you should enjoy this moment of victory. You can return to your passion-fueled campaign in the morning.”

I nodded as I raised my own goblet. “To victory then.” I acknowledged, clinking my cup with hers once again. I then turned to the crowd of orcs and raise my cup higher. “TO GASHUR.” I declared loudly, voice carrying across the hall. THUMP THUMP The entire hall erupted in noise as the orcs slammed their chalices in agreement. I grinned and raise my cup to my lips as I drained the contents, feast carrying on well into the night.
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Dexter



I sat up and stretched, swaying slightly in my hammock as a dull pounding reverberated through my skull. I rubbed my head as I dropped down and began nursing my hangover. “Note to self: beer here has a higher alcohol content.” I walked over to the ladder and climbed down as I started planning. “There are some givens that are an absolute necessity if I want to take Nione. I'll need an offensive weapon for the elves, defensive armor for the orcs; and above all else, I'll need to find a way to unite the tribes. Just taking the city with the strength of Gashur would bring the whole weight of Adympia down on it, regardless of how well I've done it.” I turned and spotted Amelia sitting at a table, a glowing orb floating just above her head. I walked over and glanced at the book she was reading. It was the spellbook that Brokil had left us. She glanced at me as I stopped beside her, looking over her shoulder at the spell she was reading. The pounding in my head made it difficult to distinguish the words. “Good morning.” She yawned. “How'd you sleep?”

I let out my own yawn as I rubbed my eyes. “Pretty good,” I admitted. “But my head is killing me right now.”

Amelia nodded as she turned the page. “You drank a lot last night. You barely got your sword off before you slumped into your hammock. You're probably really dehydrated right now. Drink some water and you should be fine.”

I nodded as I moved over to the table and poured myself a cup of water. “So, what are you reading?” I asked curiously, taking a sip.

Amelia waved nonchalantly as she ran her finger down the page. “Just some other spells. I'm still trying to figure out how the words and gestures connect to the effect.”

I shook my head as I swallowed a mouthful of water. “mm- There's no point. We'll eventually learn how to make spells anyway. There's not really a reason to connect the dots ourselves for that.”

Amelia nodded but kept reading. “You have a point. Still, I think it might be worth it to look for a pattern.”

I shrugged as I took another sip, feeling a cool relief flow through me as the water traveled down my throat. “Suit yourself. I'm going to go ahead and brainstorm some ideas for an attack.”

Amelia looked up at me curiously as I walked by. “You're not going to get back to the car?”

I shook my head as I picked up a binder and opened it to ensure there were clean papers in it. “It's centuries ahead of its time, literally. I'll probably slow myself down if I try and go for that right away. Plus, there are many machines I'd need to reverse engineer just to get the engine block made correctly. Shurkul is good with metal, but the cylinders need to be precisely cut otherwise the whole thing is busted.” I picked up a pen and moved over to an open table. “Plus, there's the issue with the fuel source. I'll need to start from the steam engine and work my way up if I want to make the electricity we need. The electric motor is useless without the electric part.”

Amelia nodded as she looked back down at her book. “Just don't forget about the magic. If your suspicion is right, there are also magical forces to contend with.”

I paused at the thought, then nodded as I sat down and opened the binder, staring at the blank page. “I'll come up with something,” I assured her. I started toying with the pen as I racked my brain for ideas.



I had fewer ideas than I thought I had. At least, fewer ideas that I was willing to put on paper; I'm pretty sure a Zombie Dinosaur is a little bit beyond the realm of magic. I stared at the page after three hours of brainstorming. A rough diagram of a siege machine stared back; A cannon powered battering ram that I knew had no feasible way of working without an entire forest of wood. “It'll be flammable as shit too. Plus, one misplaced spark will cause the whole thing to go up anyway. I can't just cordon off the powder either. The troops need to access it to fire the cannon.” I let out a sigh as I flipped back through my previous ideas; robotic horses, an aqua-kinetic staff, armor made out of the bracelets' material. “That last one seems a little outside of the realm of possibility, at least with what the orcs. The orcs don't even know how to unlock the bracelets, let alone make another one. Plus, it probably took a bit of work to make it indestructible. I can't imagine how much it would take to do that to a whole suit of armor.” I let out a sigh as I leaned back and stared up at the ceiling. “Any luck?” I heard Amelia ask.

I shook my head as I rubbed my face and looked at her. “The things that I have come up with are either too technologically advanced or not advanced enough. Seriously, I have a laser gun and a bow that automatically ignite its arrows on the same page. I can probably enchant a bow to do that, but it's going to be useless against a city with cannons. The gun is leagues above the tech the orcs can scrounge up. And to top it all off I still need to find a way to unite the tribes and this hangover is not helping in the slightest.” I let out an angered sigh as the pounding in my head grew worse.

Amelia stood from her seat and walked over, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe you should take a break,” she suggested. “You might be able to come up with something if you walk around a bit.”

I thought about it for a minute, then nodded as I stood and stretched. “Might as well. I need some fresh air anyway. I'll head down and see what Shurkul is doing. I still have to thank him for the sword.” Amelia nodded as I walked past her and picked up the blade, wrapping the leather around my waist as I moved towards the door. “I'll stop by the Institute as well, see if they'll let us borrow some more advanced books.”

I looked back and I saw her waving at me encouragingly. “Good luck.” She called out as I pulled the door open.

I waved back and gave her an encouraging smile as I stepped into the light. “You too.” I pulled the door closed and started making my down the hill and toward the forge, noonday sun keeping me warm in contrast to the cool air. “What about some sort of solar beam? A concentrated blast of pure solar radiation could potentially work, the only problem is the energy necessary, and it's fucking useless against a hunk of metal traveling at the speed of sound. Anything inorganic is equally unaffected, meaning it's pointless to use it as a siege spell.” I let out another sigh as I rubbed my hands together, fighting the chill of the air as I walked past the buildings. A few orcs smiled wide and waved my way as I passed. I waved back as I walked by and took note of the buildings under construction. Some of them had their walls in place. While others were just finishing building the frame. I stretched as I continued to come up with ideas. “What about that railgun thing? That's probably the easiest thing to do. Then again if that's the case I'll need to make a counter to that. A kind of armor that'll absorb the projectile without hurting the wearer beneath. Plus there's the effort necessary to consider.” I rubbed my head as I realized I was thinking in circles. “Just get to the forge. You don't have enough information to know what's possible with magic. For now, you can see how well the steel milling is going.” I looked back up as I finally arrived at the forge, bloodstain now gone and gash covered by an odd board. I blew into my fist to warm it up before pushing the door open and stepping into the forge.

I looked around as I entered, looking for Skurkul. I realized how empty it was as I noticed how little material was left from the last time I was here. Only a few orcs were hammering away at weapons and armor and Shurkul was nowhere to be seen. A lot of weapons were missing and a few of the bins were noticeably lighter than before. I was about to ask the apprentices about where Skurkul was but was stopped when I heard shouting from the courtyard out back. I rushed out and saw the completed Bessemer machine. A large black metal cauldron, just big enough for me to sit in, was turning in place as Shurkul shouted orders. “Keep the bellows going. The last mold had too much coal in it.” I turned and saw a pair of orcs running on a makeshift treadmill, powering a series of bellows that fed into the machine. Urog was crouching beside the treadmills, a container in her hand as she watched the mechanisms whir from the speed. She would occasionally tilt the container to pour its contents onto one of the connected gears, covering it in a viscous slime.

I saw four other orcs gripping two sets of looping chains that led to gears on the bottom and side of the chamber. I looked up at the lip of the monstrosity as I saw sparks fly out from the interior. The orcs kept panting as they ran and Shurkul held up his hand. He suddenly lowered it, signaling one of the pairs to pull on their chain and tilt the chamber forward. They complied and poured the liquid metal down a small trow and into a series of molds, connected as one long strip of metal carried by four other orcs. They stared intently at the pouring metal disappearing into the small circular entrance along the mold. After a minute they signaled to the others, causing them to pull the other way and tilt the chamber back up. The ones carrying the mold then moved it forward to let the next one rest beneath the chamber. They worked in tandem to pour a total of six molds, the chamber practically empty when the last drop of liquid fell into the mold. I grinned as I saw them finally place the long strip of metal down, chamber letting out one final drip of liquid steel, and let out a sigh. Shurkul raised his hand and signaled everyone to stop. Urog let out a sigh and wiped her forehead as the apparatus between the treadmill and the bellows finally slowed.

I walked over as the orcs on the treadmill let out a sigh of relief and collapsed on the spot. “Good afternoon Shurkul.” I voiced, stepping beside him.

Shurkul looked over and grinned. “Welcome, Outsider. I did not expect you for a while. Have you already come up with an idea for a weapon?”

I shook my head as I gestured at the Bessemer Chamber. “I haven't yet. I thought I'd look around to see if something comes to mind. By the way, nice work on the chamber. That was, what, a hundred pounds of steel?”

Shurkul looked over at the mold as the apprentices panted and waited for further instructions. “Fifty.” He corrected. “It fills half a dozen molds. We cannot fill the contraption up too much, lest the metal not properly mix. Your transcript is surprisingly detailed. I only struggled with a single batch before I corrected the error. At present, I can make three batches a day.”

I nodded as I glanced at the mold then at the forge behind me. “How much have you made so far? I noticed a lot of your bins were emptier than before.”

Shurkul waved me inside as he explained. “A great quantity of metal was needed to repair what was lost as well as make replacements for unsalvageable items. As for this outsider metal, given that the merchants are expected to return from Varthug soon, I have decided to convert a quarter of my metals into steel.” He suddenly stopped beside one of his bins and lifted the lid, revealing a pile of shiny steel ingots within. “I plan to trade some of these for more material. I can then turn that into more steel with the coal Gashur pulls from the mines.”

I nodded as I looked at the metal. It was nearly imperceptible, but I swore there was a different gleam to these ingots. I turned back as a thought occurred. “You're not worried about the other tribes figuring out how you made it?”

Shurkul shook his head. “This is unquestionably a complex process, only possible after decades of time and effort spent refining old methods. At most, they will discover that this metal is far superior to mere iron, as you claim. Thus far you have been correct in your claims.” He pointed at a pair of mannequins in the corner. They wore identical plates of armor, save for the noticeable gleam on one of them. A gash could be seen on the one without the gleam while the one that did only had a noticeable dent. “Besides, I can control how much is released. For every ingot I trade, I can have twenty more waiting in my forge.”

I nodded as Shurkul finally lowered the lid. “Good point. Plus, the steel rusts slower than iron.” I added, recalling a tidbit I learned ages ago. “You still have to be careful around water, but it's not as prone to rusting.”

Shurkul raised an eyebrow at that. “This is the first time I have heard of this.” He remarked.

I nodded as I placed a hand on my sword. “Something about the carbon makes it harder for oxygen to bond with the iron,” I explained. “It's not much, but it's useful in certain circumstances. It takes special treatment for metal to be completely rustproof. At that point, we were building gigantic ships out of metal.”

Shurkul grinned as he stared at me. “Ships out of metal?” He asked, half laughing. “Surely that is impossible.”

I grinned as I nodded. “Oh, they’re possible. Massive ones at that. You could probably fit one of your ships inside it, easily. Maybe even a good twenty.”

Shurkul's eyebrow rose. “That must be a magnificent sight.” He proclaimed. “I cannot imagine creating enough steel for a ship that big.”

I nodded as I gestured towards the door. “Us humans probably produce enough metal in a year to rival the entire hill outside. Some of it resists rusting, others not so much. Steel is basically our go-to metal for a durable material. The sword you made me probably doesn't need as much care and maintenance as an iron sword.”

Shurkul nodded as he reached into his apron and pulled out a piece of parchment. He began reading through it as the other orcs finally entered, wiping sweat from their brow and making for the pitchers of water on a nearby table. “I assume that is what this refers to when it mentions corrosion resistance.”

I nodded as Shurkul returned the parchment and I unsheathed my sword. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you for this. I'm not knowledgeable on blacksmithing, but I know a good sword when I see one.”

Shurkul nodded as he held out his hand. I obliged and handed him the sword. Shurkul began swinging the blade experimentally as he stared at it closely. “A tad heavier at the handle than normal,” He remarked. “Must be from the lighter weight. I could work around that and give my blades a broader tip. That could give the wielder a small advantage. Of course, each warrior has a preference when it comes to balancing.”

He looked at me as he handed the blade back. “What do you think? Does it suit you?” I gently swung the sword around as I got a feel for the blade, grinning to myself as it dawned on me what I was holding. “My own motherfucking sword. This is every guy's wildest dream.”

I turned back to Shurkul as I sheathed the blade again. “I'm not experienced enough to give an informed opinion, but I think this is pretty good for me, at least until I train up a bit and find a better groove. That, and come up with a useful outsider weapon.”

Shurkul nodded as he looked around at the still panting orcs. “I suppose you still have to come up with such an item.” He suggested.

I nodded as I rubbed my head and looked around. “It's a lot harder than I thought. Sure, I can look around at your methods and see how to improve it, but when it comes to weapons from my world, I'm stumbling blindly.”

Shurkul nodded as he gestured at a rack of weapons. “Many of our blades took decades to develop. It requires many years to appreciate the subtle differences between each blade and how to forge them. Your outsider magic would likely follow a similar pattern.”

I nodded as I looked at the various shapes and sizes of the blades. It was almost dizzying how many ways metal could be shaped to kill. I let out a sigh as I stretched, finally feeling the soreness from the Arena yesterday. “I'm not coming up with anything in here.” I groaned. “I should have expected that. There are only so many ways these can be improved. Nothing that I know right now would give the staggering advantage we’d want over the elves. I think I'll just head down to the Institute and see if that stirs up some creativity.”

Shurkul nodded as he gestured at the bin. “Then the best I can do is wish you luck in your endeavors and congratulate you on your achievements thus far, Champion.”

I grinned and nodded as I looked towards the door. “Thanks, I'll be sure to keep you up to date on anything I come up with.”

Shurkul nodded as I moved back towards the door. “I look forward to it.” He called as I left the forge. I grinned to myself again as I made my way down the street and towards the Institute. “Maybe exploring some magical areas will be more stimulating. Lord knows I need something extremely creative to counteract actual cannons. Speaking of, maybe I should head over to the Eastern Barracks while I'm out. The cannons won't give me any new ideas, but looking at what they took from the elves might be helpful.” I let out another sigh as I looked down at my forearm and stared at the scar. “Either way, I need to prioritize magical spells, healing specifically. I don't want to constantly have to carry a potion into battle.” I looked back up as I continued walking, greeting orcs as I passed, and slowly made my way towards the Institute.

The smiles slowly turned into wariness as I walked through the districts. They eyed me suspiciously as I strolled by. I tried to keep a neutral expression as I neared the institute. “I guess Bulak was right about that. They don't exactly believe what happened.” I kept my hand on my sword as I continued to walk through the streets.

After ages of walking, I arrived at the archway leading up to the building and quickly approached the door. I pushed it open and stepped into the entrance hall. I looked around at the objects laid out on the tables. Even from here, I could tell these items were enchanted. I grinned to myself as I walked around and stared at the objects. “This should give me some ideas.” I wandered about the room and gazed at each object as I pondered their use; a necklace with a strange eye pendant, a staff with a blue glowing orb, a basin filled with a reflective liquid that seemed to ripple without being prompted to. I carefully examined the artifacts as I tried to think of a weapon. My enthusiasm slowly devolved into frustration as I stared at all the objects. “Shit, this is going to be harder than I thought. I have no idea what these things do or how to improve them. At least my hangover isn't as bad now.” I turned towards a doorway as an orc suddenly walked through, carrying a black cauldron that rattled with each step. He stared at me as he set the cauldron down. “Can I help you?” He asked.

I nodded as I approached and pointed back at the tables. “I'm going to assume you know who I am; so I'll get straight to the point. I'm poking around hoping I find some inspiration to come up with something against Adympia. What can you tell me about these artifacts?”

The orc paused for a moment then nodded as he looked around and gestured at each table. “Some of these I am not knowledgeable on, but of those I am; that is an eagle eye necklace, that is barrier staff, and that is a chronographic pendant; the eagle eye pendant allows for the sight of long distances, the barrier staff allows the channeling of better barriers, and the chronographic pendant allows the user to keep careful note of the solar cycles.” I nodded as he listed each item. “They sound very useful on their own. However, there are other ways to accomplish these goals. If I were to name items, a telescope, a shield, and a clock would do the trick. So they’re great, things that could easily be substituted with human tech. Nothing useful as a weapon.”

I looked down into the cauldron as my prospects for the items diminished. Inside the container was a pile of pale stone, the stones at the bottom barely visible through the ones on top.”What are these?” I asked, picking up one of the partially opaque rocks and examining it.

The mage gestured at the cauldron below him. “Quartz crystals.” He explained. “At least, crystals that are deemed adequate to trade with the merchants. The mines use some of our tools, so they give the Institute a portion of the minerals they dig up.”

I nodded as I thumbed the crystal and looked into the cauldron. Similar milky crystals sat within, filling the pot halfway up. “It must be pretty barren if these are the only crystals they could dig up,” I noted, thinking back on all the other crystals I’d seen.

The orc shook his head as he pointed to the door he had entered from. “These are only the ones we've deemed adequate. We are not even finished sorting through the stones we received in the last year.” I looked at him skeptically, thoughts slowly piecing together an idea.

I finally dropped the crystal back in with the others. “Show me.” I requested. The orc nodded as he gestured behind him and lead me through a series of doorways. We finally emerged into what I can only call a processing room for crystals. Tables were lined up and piled with an assortment of crystals. About a dozen orcs meticulously sorted them into two boxes. Most were dropped into the nearly full box on their sorter’s right. Tiny pieces or opaque crystals were automatically dropped in there. The rest were carefully scrutinized and either dropped in with the others or placed in a small box to their left. The boxes on their left were noticeably barren, save for one or two stones. I looked around at the dozen or so tables of sorters, bewildered. “All this to sort some rocks?” I inquired.

The orc nodded again as he looked at one such empty box. “We have no control over the crystals they pull out or send us. For the most part, we can use any quartz for mana stones, but there are also stones of abysmal quality hidden within. We trade the few excellent crystals we receive for foreign ingredients, exotic gemstones, and some arcane materials that we wouldn't receive otherwise. Garahk is currently devising a spell that may allow us to transmute these lesser crystals into ones of greater quality.”

I walked over to one of the full boxes and pulled out a stone, examining the pure milk-white rock as the idea started to solidify. “Does the quality affect how good of a manastone it makes?”

The orc nodded as he watched me. “It is very rare to find a quartz crystal without faults. They make the most effective stones. That is why Garahk is exploring possibilities of transmutation. Doing so would heighten our research in enchanting and spell crafting.”

I nodded as I continued to stare at the bin. “How much do you usually receive in total per year?” I asked curiously.

The orc scratched his chin thoughtfully, clearly curious about my line of questioning. “We can receive anywhere from a hundred pounds to three hundred pounds of quartz in a given year. This year the mine gave us about a hundred and fifty pounds. Still, we have a supply of quartz from prior years. We have yet to sort through some years. I hear a few students wish to create a spell that would allow swift sorting of these rocks.”

I turned back to the orc as I dropped the stone back in with the others. “Do you really use that much?”

The orc nodded as he raised his hand, showing me a bracer studded with stones. “Many enchanted objects require some form of mana storage to function. Quartz is the simplest and easiest material to use. We can make enchanted stoves, manastones, some of the larger stones may even be made into staffs. But those stones are rare and difficult to find, at least ones of adequate quality are.” I nodded as I looked back at the box, brain whirring with possibility. The orcish mage stepped closer, interested in my thoughts. “Why are you so curious about this?” The orc asked. “Surely you outsiders have no way of aiding us here.”

It was my turn to rub a chin as I continued to stare at the bin. I turned to the mage as a prior statement of his echoed in my mind. “The enchanted stove is just a stove that runs on mana, right?”

The orc gave me a quizzical look then nodded. “It can perform any task a fire stove can.” I nodded as I turned back to the box of opaque rock. My idea gradually grew concrete as I finalized a plan, a conversation from years past surfacing as I decided on my idea.

I finally turned to him as I began listing on my fingers. “If I were to ask you for one of those enchanted stoves, a very large cauldron with a lid, a large amount of acid, a manastone that passively generates lightning, and a bin of your crappiest crystals, would you be able to get them for me?” The orc looked at me, confused. I noticed a few of the orcs sorting crystals were now staring as well, overhearing our conversation.

The orc finally started stroking his chin as he considered my list. “I suppose; the manastone would take some time to make, and Garahk would have to approve of the request, but what would possess you to ask for such things?”

I grinned as I looked back at the bin. “I think I know what to do with your 'useless' crystals.” “The only other thing I need is some rubber.”
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The orc jotted down my requested list as he sat in the Institute’s library. I walked around the various shelves, searching for anything useful. “You want this delivered to your abode?” He asked. I nodded as I perused the books filling the room. The Basic Botany of Alchemy, Potions And You: A Guide Of Alchemical Formulas For Any Occasion, Roots And What Not To Eat “And How powerful of a manastone do you require?”

I gestured dismissively as I continued to scan. “Not that powerful, just one that consistently generates low powered electricity. I need it to run day in and day out.”

The orc nodded as he continued to write. “I have no idea what you could possibly need it for. It sounds of one of the most useless enchantments possible. It would shock you every time you touched it.”

I nodded as I looked at another shelf. The Shapes Of You, Transformations A-Z, So You Want To Be A Deer “I can handle it,” I told him. “I just need it made. I'm also going to need to borrow some of these. I need to know as much as I can about magic if I'm going to come up with a spell against Adympia.”

The orc turned to me, clearly not amused by my self-assurance. “I still find it implausible that an outsider could offer insight into the magical realm. If I recall correctly you do not even know of basic magic in your world.”

I nodded as I turned to him and pulled down a book. “You're right, my world is blind when it comes to magic, but there are several things I can tell you; like why precisely the sky is blue, how exactly the mountains are made, the mathematical equations to calculate various events, and even about the fundamental material that makes up all life, on this world and those beyond.” I turned back to scanning the shelves as I forced my mind to focus on finding the appropriate books. “To you, it might not seem like much, but with that knowledge, I can theoretically use magic to manipulate the world in ways that can only be dreamed of in either of our fantasies. So, I'm pretty sure I'm right in assuming I can help you progress your magical knowledge, even if progress is going to be slow.” The orc fell silent as I moved onto another shelf. Battle Magic And What Not To Do, The Notes Of Gomoku Hebub: Battle Mage Extraordinaire, So You Want To Be A Healer

The or gestured angrily as I ran a finger along the books. “Still, your claim is outrageous. The Elder Mother has been studying crystals for years. If she cannot create a way to enhance the quality of crystals I fail to see why you can do so.”

I pulled down another book as I continued walking. “Because I have a century worth of collected knowledge at the barn and a good friend that had a particular interest in the field. I also have accounts of labs back home doing the same thing a hundred times over for their own devices. I know I'm right about this. Damion explained it to me in freshman year and now I have the books for it. All that's left is to build the thing.” I heard a sigh as I examined another shelf. Foresight Forthwith, Runestone And Their Future, The Crystal Ball

The orc grumbled as he checked the list again, making sure all the necessary details were there. “Very well, but do not expect help from the institute if your method fails. Each of us has our duties to attend to. We cannot waste time tending to a tree that can never bear fruit.”

I nodded as I moved on to another shelf. Superior Summoning Magic, The Art Of The Reveal, Demons And The Damned I raised my eyebrow as the last one stuck out to me and I turned to the orc. “Is this a book on summoning demons?” I asked, astonished. The orc nodded as he jotted one last thing down and carried the parchment over to a table. “Isn't that kind of dangerous?”

The orc nodded again as he turned and walked over. “Immensely. It is the reason why it is forbidden to attempt.”

I looked back at the book. “So why keep the book at all? Doesn't that kind of invite someone to try?”

The orc shook his head as he reached up and pulled out the book, turning the pages as he searched for something. “We have added pages of warnings to the original transcript. If we did not inform the mages of the risks, they are likely to devise the spell and attempt it regardless.” He suddenly turned the book to me and showed one of the spells, a demonic-looking circle with a list of ingredients and incantations. It was accompanied by a newer page written in red ink. It warned of the dangers of summoning the creature described in the book; death, destruction, damnation, and a myriad of other horrible things.

I nodded as my face twisted in disgust and the orc closed the book, returning it to its shelf. “That's comforting. At least I'll be adequately warned if I find a spell that I think could use some improvements.”

The orc nodded as he gestured at the shelves around him. “The only other thing I will warn you of is to take care of the books you borrow. We have spares, but Garahk will be most displeased if you damage one. The usual punishment is to make an exact copy of the book that was damaged.”

I nodded as I looked at another shelf and pulled out a book. “Be careful with the books, got it.” I placed the book I grabbed on top of my slowly growing stack before pointing at the table the orc had placed the list. “So, how long before you can get those things for me?”

The orc shrugged as he moved back over to the table. “Within a week or so. Though, I suspect you will receive it within a few days; what with your newfound status and the tendency for you outsiders to be recklessly correct.”

I nodded as I looked down at the stack of books I was now carrying. “This should be enough to get me started. It was nice meeting you . . .” I shifted the books onto one hand and held out the other, waiting for the mage’s response.

“Salthu, lower mage.” The orc supplied, reaching out and gripping. I nodded as I shook his hand and looked him in his brown eyes. He was slightly short for an orc, but his arms still betrayed the strength that many of the others had. His short black ponytail, just barely touching the back of his fluffy shawl.

I nodded at him as I shook his hand for another moment before letting go. “Got it, and don't worry. I'll take good care of these books.” Salthu let out an understanding grunt as I walked back towards the door and began making my way towards the exit. “Lightning for the positive charge. I'll need to ground the lid. The flow of electrons should grow the crystal. Also, search the nearby forest for some latex sap. If there's a spring here there might be another nearby, maybe one where it doesn't snow. Then I just need to choose a seed crystal and find my clamps for the lid. I can suspend the seed using that spool of wire I have. Stainless steel should be corrosion resistant enough.” I walked through the door and started making my way back to the barn. “I can fucking do this.”



I pulled open the barn door and entered, causing Amelia to look up at me. “Did you think of something?” She asked.

I shook my head as I dropped the stack of books onto a nearby table. “Nothing overly useful, but I have identified an issue I might be able to rectify.” Amelia stood and walked over as I began laying out the books. “Apparently, the quality of crystal affects how good of a mana stone it makes. I know of a way to increase the quality of naturally occurring crystals to practically flawless levels. They're going to bring everything I need over here in the next few days. I just need some rubber for sealing and insulation. I can search through the nearby forest and hope there are some rubber trees or some other plant with latex sap. I know the second volume of that metallurgy and materials book has an entry on rubber; so I can use that to formulate the proper process. I think it's called vulcanization.”

Amelia nodded as she looked at the books I’d brought home. Basic Combat Magic, Basic Alchemy, Utility for Beginners, So You Want To Be A Healer “You'll need to look somewhere warm,” she remarked. “Or hope there's a close substitute for the sap. Rubber trees don't tend to grow in climates like this. It’s just too cold.”

I nodded as I walked over to a nearby table and pulled out the metallurgy and materials books. “Finding a substitute is likely what I'll have to do. There's probably nothing but pine for miles.” I stopped as I found the entry on rubber. “Here it is.” I began reading about the process of how to ‘vulcanize' the material. “It seems that I'll need some sulfur. Maybe some carbon too.”

Amelia looked up from the books. “Why not use the spare tire? It's made of vulcanized rubber.”

I shook my head, moving over to another table, and pulled out my backpack. “It also has a shit ton of metal in it. If I use it, it would short the flow of current. I'm basically trying to make an autoclave with the lid and body electrically isolated. Allowing the two pieces to be connected would disrupt the accelerated process.” Amelia nodded as I opened my pack and dumped the contents onto the table. “I'll pack a bag for      tomorrow, see if the forest has any of the near-equivalents the book mentions.” I gestured at the books as I stacked the items neatly on the table. “You should read those and see if you can come up with something.”

Amelia nodded as she turned back to the books. “I'll probably start by learning that Waterjet spell. This is the last set of clean clothes we have.”

I nodded as pulled out my last unused binder of paper and stuffed it into the now empty pack. “I could do with learning some of those spells as well. I might end up needing it if I meet anything out in the woods.” Amelia nodded as I walked over and began rummaging through another box. “As for water, I'm sure I packed it some- here it is.” I pulled out a polished metal cylinder, liquid sloshing around within. “It's even got some melted ice still in there.”

I turned back to my pack as Amelia opened one of the books. “I suggest a knife if you have one. You might need to cut something that requires more precision than a sword.” I nodded as I turned back to the box and reached in. I'll also need a map of the local area. I can head up to the Great Hall and see where I can get one. Too bad I don't have a compass. Then again, their magnetic field might not be the same as Earth's. I could probably make a spell for that; have it point to a preset place. It wouldn't work planetwide, but for walking distance, it's exactly what I need.” I grinned to myself as I pulled out my pocket knife and tossed it into the pack with the thermos. “The spell will have to wait. For now, I need that sap.”

I turned and jogged back towards the door. “I'll be back in a bit. I'm going to see if Bulak knows where I can find a map.” Amelia waved as I disappeared out the door and started making my way towards the Great Hall.



I pushed the door open and stepped in, eyes slowly adjusting to the darkened interior of the hall. I quickly noticed everyone was staring at the center of the room. I followed their gaze as I walked along the hall and saw an orc standing in the middle of the room, facing the throne. I stopped as I got close enough to see details. Dubak sat upon the throne, with most of the council seats above him filled with their own occupants. They stared at the orc intently as he spoke. “You cannot possibly think this outsider truly holds our best interests at heart. I was there when Bulak first found Him. He called us monsters; creatures born of earth and slime.”

Bulak nodded as he gestured calmingly at him. “His words certainly spoke ill of outsiders, but he may have been a unique case. Dexter's actions spoke of a different tale. He followed all our customs to the fullest. He even traversed the rite with our kind, going against His implied mentality. The feats they displayed in the arena are also leagues above any group we have seen before, defeating a troll that would give our most veteran of soldiers some problems. Gashur will remember them and their actions for decades to come.”

The orc at the center of the room shook his head. “And what of His actions? He brought about the death of the Chieftess. We cannot possibly forget that.”

Dubak slammed his fist onto the arm of his throne, causing the orc to take a step back. “I Am Well Aware Of That Matter. I Do Not Need To Be Reminded By The Likes Of You.” There was audible panting as Dubak stared angrily at the orc, the only sound being generated in the entire hall. After a minute Dubak let out one final sigh and seemed to relax as he continued to stare at the orc. “I have consulted Garahk on this matter. She is confident that he is different from Him. He has already contributed much to the city and the state at large. Some owe their life to his actions, whether they admit it or not.”

The orc nodded reluctantly as he gestured about. “Of that, there is no doubt, but should we not speculate as to why He described us as creatures of earth and slime?” I felt an uncontrollable twinge of annoyance as I watched him continue. “Surely we are not so gutless as to allow this insult to go unaddressed. How can we be certain they have our interest at heart if their myth describes us with such ridicule?”

I suddenly stepped forward, past the tables and into view of everyone there. “If you're so curious, you could just ask me.” I supplied, trying to keep an air of calm. The orc practically jumped and took a few steps back as I interrupted his angry ramblings. I ignored him and turned to address Dubak directly. “We have a lot of fantasy stories about orcs. I recognize that ‘earth and slime’ line from a story back home. If it was from fifty years ago He likely got it directly from the source, J. R. R. Tolkien. He's the one that introduced my world to the idea of elves and orcs. He said a lot of things about orcs. Some fit what he described; green skin, tusks, pointed ears, muscular. Others were more exaggerated or fabricated to tell the story he made. There is one thing I can say for certain. Fifty years is a long time for us. That's long enough for my parents to not exist back then. An entire lifetime used to fit in that period. Whatever he said, or thought, is vastly different from what we think today. I can guarantee that I'm nothing like him. The story that line is from hasn’t been expanded in years.”

Dubak nodded as I finished my explanation. He turned to address the orc again. “Would that satisfy your concerns?” He asked. “He speaks of the tale so casually that we can be certain it is of no significance to these outsiders.” I turned to see the orc’s reaction. His face was gritted in frustration, staring angrily at me as I tried not to glare back at him.

He finally let out an aggravated sigh and looked away, turning back to Dubak. “I see no fault with such reasoning.” He admitted halfheartedly. “However, this does not wash him of suspicion. I still say he is not to be trusted.”

Dubak gestured dismissively. “He will be dealt with should his loyalties falter.” He growled. “Now go. This matter is dealt with.” The orc growled then turned and trudged back into the crowd of tables, pushing through them until he reached a door to the outside and walked through, leaving the rest of us to watch him disappear.

I let out a forcibly calm sigh as I turned back to Dubak. “I hope I haven't interrupted anything important.”

Dubak let out an exhausted sigh shook his head. “The people bring their concerns to me. Sometimes they require my attention, other times they are merely concerns. Your presence here does not interrupt what is already occurring.” I nodded as I glanced up at the balcony of orcs. They stared intently down at me. “I am assuming you are here for a similar reason,” Dubak asked, grabbing my attention again. He was leaning forward in his seat expectedly. “Have you already devised a plan? Do you believe it possible to unite the tribes under one banner?”

I shook my head as I let out another sigh, wishing I had prepared something more official. “I haven’t thought about that problem yet,” I admitted reluctantly. “I’m still working on the preparations for meeting the other tribes. I need a map of the local area, preferably one that shows everything in half a day's walking distance. It might not be a weapon, but I have an idea on how I can help.”

Dubak tilted his head slightly. “And what of this unity you spoke of?” He asked. “Are you certain you can bring an end to the tribal war?”

I let out a sigh as I scratched my head. “I’m hoping I can,” I admitted. “I've put that on hold though until I come up with an adequate weapon. There are certain factors I have to read up on, but all my plans involve the creation of a weapon to adequately incentivize the others to cooperate. Right now, I just need a map.” Dubak nodded as he turned to look up at the balcony. One of the orcs stood and disappeared from view, the sound of a door echoing about the hall as he did so.

Dubak then turned back to me as we waited. “A simple request, though I am curious as to why you require it.”

I scratched my head again as I let out a sigh. “I need it to find some sap from a tree or other plant. I plan to improve the magical capacity of the crystals the Institute possess by growing some without any faults.”

Dubak raised an eyebrow at that. “Is such a thing even possible?” He asked curiously. “Can one really ‘grow' crystals.”

I nodded as I jabbed my thumb behind me. “I learned about it a while ago. It's how most quartz clocks are made. They grow a tiny piece and stick it in a circuit to keep track of time. It's easily upscaled and a friend of mine even told me how to do it. I just need the rubber to properly seal the chamber and isolate the two ends. The map is so that I can easily find my way back if I need to.”

Dubak tilted his head a little more. “And the sap will help you grow the crystals?”

I shook my head. “They're for another material, the rubber I mentioned earlier. We've long since found a way to utilize the sap of particular plants to make it. I just need to go out and find some.” Dubak nodded as the door behind him finally opened, feeding the orc into the Great Hall. He carried a roll of parchment with him and immediately made his way over to me. He handed the roll to me and retreated towards the door. I rolled the scroll open and stared at the drawing within. A small spot at the center was marked Snakhagr, complete with a tiny drawing of the major avenues, with a large field surrounding the city. I took note of the thicket of drawn trees bordering the fields to the north and south and the lake a little way from the eastern side. Three paths lead out from the city in the center, stopping on the eastern, northern, and western ends of the map. The road north let into the trees themselves before disappearing. I nodded as I rolled the map back up. “This is exactly what I need. Thank you.”

Dubak nodded as he gestured about. “I am assuming you will require provisions for such an expedition. If you expect to disappear for a day then you would need the energy to do so.”

I nodded as my stomach let out a low growl. “I hope it’s not too much trouble. I might have to venture out for the next few days to find what I need.”

Dubak nodded again as he gestured behind him. “No trouble at all. If you would wait a moment, you can bring your next meal wi-” He was cut off as the door opened and an orc carrying a covered platter stepped out. He wore the same tight-fitting shawl I’d seen at the feast. At this point, I could only assume the tight clothes helped them cook. “Superb timing. Mulush, give the plate to Dexter and wait here a moment. There is a matter which you must be informed on.”

The orc glanced between me and Dubak before nodding “Yes, Chief Dubak.” Mulush replied, rushing over and handing the silver platter to me. He then turned to Dubak as soon as he was sure that I held it securely. I looked up at Dubak as he waved me off. I bowed slightly and turned to leave.

I caught a few snippets of conversation before walking back out the door. “It would seem that our outsider friends require a substance from the surrounding forest. For this, he needs to leave the city for several hours. I am tasking the kitchen with-” The door closed behind me and I started making my way back to the barn, warm platter in hand. “More progress than expected today. I just hope the forest is as cooperative with the sap as the orcs were with the map. Now I can spend the rest of the day learning spells for tomorrow. I can probably learn a basic fireball spell.” I felt a grin creep across my face. “Summoning fire with nothing but my mind. Seven-year-old me would have a field day with that ability. Hush little pyromaniac, your time will come soon.” I heard myself chuckle slightly as I continued to walk back down the hill.



I pulled open the door and stepped in, quickly setting the platter on an open table and letting out a sigh. “Oh, you're back.” Amelia voiced. “Did you find a map?”

I nodded as I reached into my pocket and pulled out the roll of parchment. “They're also sending some supplies for tomorrow. I'll head out once the food arrives and try to be back around sundown. For now, I'm going to try and learn one of those combat spells.”

Amelia's face immediately lit up. “Speaking of spells, watch this.” She quickly ran through a few gestures and chanted the weird arcane speak that accompanied the spell. Eventually, she thrust her hand forward and produced a stream of water, hitting the far wall like a pressurized hose.

I grinned as I watched her release the spell and let the stream die. “Impressive. Did that take long?”

Amelia shook her head as she flicked the water droplet from her hand and gestured at the book. “Only half an hour to memorize the gestures and incantation. They included additional instructions for the mana manipulation, but they were simple enough. If you pushed yourself, you could probably learn it in fifteen minutes.”

I nodded as I stepped up to the table. “I'll probably hold off on Waterjet, at most that'll annoy anything in the forest. The spell I want to learn right now is Fireball. Now that's something that'll frighten any animals away.”

Amelia nodded as I flipped through the book to the correct page. “Just don't hit anything in here. We don't want to burn this place down.” I nodded as I began reading the entry. It held the usual spiel about magic manipulation, with additional instruction to ‘feel the heat of the air’. I let out a sigh as I cracked my knuckles. “Sounds simple enough. I just need to memorize this and test it outside. I can fire it into the air for practice.” I looked down at my arm as I noticed the scar again. I let out a sigh as I remembered the pain I felt at the injury. “I'll get to the healing spells later. For now, some offensive spells.”



I spent the rest of the day learning Fireball. I managed to memorize the spell within twenty minutes, allowing me ample practice in case I needed it for tomorrow. I sent another fireball into the sky as the sun finally sank below the horizon. The ball of plasma slowly fizzled out as it reached its apex. I let out a sigh as I stretched. “That should do for right now. I can get some more practice in before the food arrives and on the way to the forest. I'll start with the southern forest; hopefully the distance south increases my chances for latex sap.” I sighed again and turned to walk back into the barn, cracking my knuckles as I went. I pulled open the door and was immediately greeted by Amelia's grinning expression. She was standing in the middle of the barn, her movements suggesting she was near the end of an incantation. She beamed at me as I closed the door with a soft thump. “Check this out.” She finished the incantation and suddenly disappeared with a small pop. I took a step back shook my head slightly as I tried to register her sudden disappearance. “Up Here.” I heard her call.

I looked towards the source and saw Amelia standing up in the loft, cringing slightly as she held her stomach. “How the fuck?” I muttered.

Amelia pointed down at the table as she explained. “They have a teleport spell.” She chuckled. “This is just the short-range variant. With the long-range spell, I can tap into my stamina to travel miles in an instant. Unfortunately, that book doesn't have that one. It just describes it as an extension of this spell.” I nodded as I walked over to the open book and looked at the entry. It was a complicated symbol with a long list of gestures and words.

I skimmed the page as Amelia used the spell again and popped into existence to my right. “This says there's a severe nausea side effect,” I noted, my brow furrowed in concern. “Is it really that bad?”

Surprisingly, Amelia shook her head at the question. “It's uncomfortable, but it's not the debilitating feeling they described in the book. I've even been able to teleport a few times almost back to back. I don't know if I've stumbled upon some sort of workaround or they just described it poorly.”

I shook my head as I continued to read the page. “It might boil down to some sort of biological fluke. We seem to be leaps and bounds above the orcs when it comes to stamina. It might be a similar phenomenon. We'd have to observe the orc's reaction to teleport to be sure, but that shouldn't be too hard. You just have to head down to the Institute and ask for a demonstration.”

Amelia nodded as she walked over to a chair and sat down with a sigh. “Either way, I'm too tired to do any more work right now. I think I'll just head to bed and do that in the morning. I might even head down to see how Jolagh is doing. I haven't seen him in a while.”

I nodded as I finished the description. “This spell kind of spits in the face of that teleportation thought experiment; the one that questions what one's true self is,”

I heard Amelia let out an understanding hmm. “I had that thought when I first found it. It boasts of direct transportation to any nearby location so long as you know where it is relative to you. I kind of discarded the whole true-self thing when I remembered we kind of replace ourselves every fifteen years, save for some of the vital organs.”

I nodded as I stretched again. “Fair point. Plus, if you've done it already, there's no point in not learning it myself.”

Amelia nodded as she stood and stretched. “I'll see you in the morning then. Learning both of those spells left me pretty drained.” I nodded and waved her off as Amelia snapped her fingers, causing the balls of light to extinguish themselves. “Oh right, Illuminate.” I quickly prepared Fireball and caused a small flame to appear in my hand. I tilted it to shine its light on the parchment as I read. I heard Amelia move about as I carefully memorized the spell in the light of the tiny flame. I honestly could have summoned another orb, but it felt oddly thrilling to hold a tiny flame in the palm of my hand.
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I sat up and stretched as the morning light finally awoke me from my slumber. I yawned as small clicks emanated from my joints. I turned and saw an Illuminate orb floating downstairs. I let out a sigh as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Might as well give Teleport a test drive.” I cast Levitate and grabbed my glasses that were laying nearby, pulling them to me and putting them on. I mentally ran through the list of gestures and incantation before beginning, casting the spell as I swayed slightly in my hammock. I finally finished and popped into existence downstairs, the world around me briefly warping and morphing from my hammock to the view downstairs. I had half a second to appreciate the odd visual before immediately falling and landing on the floor, hard. “Fucking SHIT!” I let out a groan as I rolled over and nursed my bruised back, completely overlooking the mild nausea I was now experiencing. “Alright, maybe it's not like that teleport thing. I'm pretty sure something like that would make the world go dark. Though the throb definitely feels out of place.” I heard a small laugh as I groaned against the pain. “Apparently the spell doesn't completely consider the height of the endpoint.” Amelia chuckled.

I nodded as I crawled to my feet and stretched, pain and nausea slowly fading. “At least I only fell a few feet and not a hundred feet,” I remarked. “God would that be terrifying.”

Amelia nodded as she gestured at another table. “Anyway, the food is here. They even wrapped yours in some kind of skin.”

I nodded as I walked over and inspected the packages. They'd used some type of string to wrap the animal hide tightly around the provisions, but I could still tell what they were just from the feel of it. “More bread and meat. This should get me through the day.” I reached over and pulled out my backpack, tossing the food in with my other supplies. I pulled out the thermos and moved to fill it with water. “I'll try to be back by sun-down. There's no point searching in the dark.”

Amelia nodded as I twisted the lid closed and walked back over to the table. “Just be careful. You have no idea what's out in those woods.”

I nodded as I tossed the thermos in the pack and pulled it over my shoulders. “I'll bring my sword just in case. I'm pretty confident I won't come across another troll out there so it should be good enough.” Amelia nodded as I grabbed my sword and pulled the leather around my waist. “See you later,” I added as I started making my way towards the door.

“Good luck,” Amelia called as I pulled the door closed. I nodded and stretched as I began walking towards the gate, the morning sun warming me slightly as I went. “I'm going to need some god-like luck to find a rubber tree. I'll probably try the dandelions and hope I harvest enough to make a seal for the autoclave. Then again, they're probably not growing right now. Perhaps another plant, it'll most likely be in a field. Either way, it's going to take some time.” I let out another yawn as I waved to some nearby orcs. “Though It'll definitely be worth it once I start some actual production. A lot of shit nowadays uses rubber; either as an insulator or general cushioning. . . or rubber balls. I might have one in one of the boxes. It would be a good stress release for a long boring walk like this. Thoughts for later; right now, I have sap to find.” I looked up as I approached the previously obliterated gate. The splinters were mostly cleared, and several new logs were being hoisted back into place. Already carpenters were working on carving the raw timber into the proper shape, sitting on slings suspended from the ramparts as they scraped flecks of wood away. I took note of the line of orcs guarding the wide-open gate, checking the few people that wanted to cross the threshold. I approached as I let out one final yawn.

The guard held up a hand, signaling me to stop. “What business do you have outside of Snakhagr?” The guard asked.

I gestured towards my backpack as I replied. “I need some materials from the nearby forest. I'll try to be back before dark.”

The orc hesitated for a moment then nodded “I have heard,” He remarked. “Be wary of the wilderness. The forest holds many unchallenged dangers.”

I nodded as I tapped the hilt of my sword. “I’ll be on the lookout.” The guard nodded and waved me through. I grinned and jogged forward as I oriented myself and began making my way south. “I'll try the nearby streams first. They probably have relatively consistent temperatures. I'll have to observe some of the local fauna to see which plants they avoid. I should be able to find an adequate source within a week or two.” I let out a sigh as I stretched again, causing my joints to let out more small clicks. “Either way now's a good a time as any to practice Fireball.” I looked up as I walked and cast the spell, causing a ball of plasma to go soaring into the air.



Amelia



I stood and stretched as I finished memorizing my next spell, Spark. “Electricity out of nothing. Tesla would kill for a technique like this.” I quickly ran through the gestures and caused arcs of electricity to sprout from my fingers. I watched the charge travel up my fingers like a Jacob's ladder. I turned and reread the description of the spell. Measurements based on one mana supplied. Physical contact will cause a limb to spasm for one minute. Contacting the torso will produce body-wide spasms for one minute. Contact with the head will cause severe disorientation and possible unconsciousness for one minute. The spell may be concentrated into a bolt and fired. This will cut the duration in half. Additional mana will increase duration, but not increase the affected area. The preparation stage can be held indefinitely. I turned back to the rippling arcs as I felt myself grin. “Sounds pretty useful, like an on-demand stun gun.” I turned as a knock suddenly emanated from the barn door. I released the spell and moved to open it, revealing an orc in a fluffy shawl carrying a bin of white rocks. He gave me a once over before presenting the bin to me. “The other one requested these,” he supplied.

I nodded as I waved him in, remembering Dexter’s plan from yesterday. “Just set it on one of the tables. He's out looking for supplies right now.”

The orc nodded as he entered and placed the bin down with a sigh. He then reached into his shawl and produced a leather pouch, dropping it alongside the bin. “That is the stone he requested,” the orc explained. “Per his request, it creates a minor lightning spell that coats the stone in a shocking aura. Handle with caution.”

I nodded as I picked up the pouch and opened it. A softly glowing crystal lay within, causing tiny sparks to occasionally radiate from the slightly opaque rock. I furrowed my brow as a thought occurred to me. “Why did he ask for this?” I inquired, turning to the orc.

The orc shrugged as he gestured at the bin. “I was not informed on that matter; only told to bring this to your abode.” I looked back down at the stone and touched it lightly, causing a sudden bolt of pain to radiate up my fingers and for me to draw my finger back again, wincing. The mage nodded as he watched me cringe in pain. “I was told he was warned of that.” The orc supplied.

I nodded as I rubbed my still stinging fingers together. “If he were doing something with metal, I'd say he was trying to electroplate; but since this is quartz, I have no idea what he's trying to do.”

The orc shrugged again as he began walking towards the door. “I could not tell you if I wanted to. I merely know that I have my own studies to return to. So, I bid you a good day.” I waved his way as he turned and left me with the arcane supplies. I turned back to the bin as I let out a confused sigh. “What's he trying to do? I think I've heard of an autoclave before; something to do with pressure and acid, but there's no way adding electricity to the mix will help. If he plans to use a cauldron that'll just electroplate the inside onto the quartz.” I let out a sigh and tossed the pouch back onto the table. “I'll have to ask him later. For now, I should head down and ask the . . . Oh Shit.”

I turned and rushed out the door, leaving the bin and pouch on the table, and began chasing down the orc that had just left. “Hang on for a second,” I called, causing him to hesitate. I waved his way as I ran over, panting as I stopped beside him. I quickly came up with an excuse as I caught my breath. “huff huff Since you're here, huff could you demonstrate a spell I've been having trouble with?”

The orc tilted his head as he heard my question. “Which spell would that be?” He asked curiously. “Surely you are not attempting something advanced.”

I shook my head as I gestured back towards the barn. “I'm finding it hard to use Teleport. Could you show me what it should look like to go through it? I hope it’s not too much trouble.”

The orc was silent for another minute, then sighed. “Very well.” He growled. “A brief demonstration is simple enough. Grip my shoulder. I find the spell simpler when contact is made.” I nodded as I reached up and grabbed his shoulder. He prepared his arms as he stared forward, me standing just at his side. “I can Teleport us back to the barn. It should take but a moment.” I nodded as I watched him gesture quickly, muttering to himself slightly as he went. After a moment, the orc paused to turn to me. “How recently have you had a meal?” He asked.

I gave him a concerned expression as the question stuck out to me. “Not since last night.” I lied.

The orc nodded as he returned to his spell and caused the world to warp around us. “Just checking,” he explained. I do not wish to have my garments soiled.” I felt the usual pulse that marked our transition, this time to the barn door, and I placed my free hand on my now nauseated stomach. I couldn’t tell much of a difference between this teleport and the one I’d performed earlier. The orc, on the other hand, fell to one knee and clutched his stomach, groaning slightly as he did so. I let out a breath and closed my eyes as I tilted my head up, waiting for nausea to pass. Mostly though, I was making sure the mage wouldn’t suspect anything. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt like this detail would be better kept hidden.

The mage turned his head slightly to address me. “I hope that was satisfactory.” The orc groaned, stomach letting out a groan of pain.

I nodded as I finally let go of my stomach and sighed. “Not what I expected.” I lied again. “Thank you though. I’m sure it’ll help me figure out where I’m going wrong.”

The mage nodded as he stood, marching away as he avoided my gaze. “May you find fortune in that endeavor.” He muttered as he walked away. I sighed at the mage’s wish and re-entered the barn, leaving the orc to make his way back to the Institute. I let out a breath as my stomach let out one final gurgle. “Definitely related to biology. Same spell, same castor, two different reactions. I guess humans are more durable than I thought. If it's the same for the elves it might provide a bit of an advantage, if the height difference wasn't enough.” I stretched as I let out a sigh, reminding myself of one of the things on my day’s to-do list. “Welp, either way, I have my answer. Now I can head down to Jolagh's store to see if he finished re-writing his books. I hope it wasn’t too difficult for him.” I stretched one last time and turned to exit the barn. Closing the door behind me with a soft boom.



It took me a little while to find his store, considering I'd walked into an unfamiliar part of the city, but I eventually found his little shop tucked away in one of the side streets of the northern district. It was one of the few places that had its name plastered above the door, Jolagh's Tome Emporium. I pushed open the door and stepped into the brightly lot building. The smell of fresh books and drying ink filled the air within. I grinned and breathed deeply as a sense of familiarity came to me and I looked around the small space. Shelves packed the walls, each of them filled to the brim with books of varying sizes and colors. I turned to the counter at the far end of the room as a voice called out to me. “Amelia, it is wonderful to see you again. What brings you to my shop?”

I grinned as I saw Jolagh standing behind the wooden desk. I waved at him as I walked over. “Just dropping by to say hello. There's only so much sitting around I can take. But enough about me, how have you been? Did you finish rewriting your financial books?”

Jolagh nodded as he gestured behind him. “We had nearly finished anyway. I spent the week after transcribing the final book. It did not seem like much, but it drastically aided in tracking my sales wares.”

I nodded as I glanced around at the shelves. It was relaxing to be around so many books again; especially since they were so old looking. “I'm surprised you have so many books,” I remarked. “I kind of thought it would be hard to sell them when so few people read.”

Jolagh nodded as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I do not receive many customers. The mages come to me most often. The only other ones that enter my shop are other masters, lesser scribes, and the occasional farmer that happened to enjoy books. The only other time I take in a profit is when the merchants return from Varthurg. They are expected fairly soon. I copied a few extra books in preparation for their arrival.”

I nodded as I glanced at the books again. “Were all of these written by you?” I asked curiously.

Jolagh shook his head as he pointed behind to a door him. “I have some other scribes copying pages as we speak. They are nearly finished constructing another history tome. I might even be able to bind it in time to bring to the merchants.”

I nodded as I looked around again, recalling that humans had the exact method of knowledge tracking not even five hundred years ago. If Kagan was right, it would be in some of their lifetimes. My brow suddenly furrowed as an idea suddenly popped into my head. “How long does it usually take to make another book?” I asked curiously. “I thought those merchants would still be a ways away.”

Jolagh paused to consider the question, either out of confusion or concern I couldn’t tell. “All in all, it would take me and my scribes a month’s worth of work to properly recreate a standard tome, sometimes longer depending on how big it is. I may be able to reduce the time if I press myself and my apprentices.” I nodded as I closed my eyes and tried to visualize the design. The pieces slowly formed in my head as I recalled a diagram I’d seen so long ago. “Supports, screw, panel.” I looked up as Jolagh asked another question. “If you do not mind me asking, why are you interested?”

I grinned as I considered the impact of mass-produced information. “Because I think I might be able to help you, a lot.”



I spent the next few hours explaining the printing press to Jolagh and his apprentices. The one I had in mind wasn’t complex, just a stand-alone frame with a screw with would press a sheet of paper onto a stencil after it had been soaked with a sponge of ink. It was most effective at making posters, but I imagine it would still be useful for making pages. I used the Illusion spell to help illustrate the design and assure myself that it should work with a little tinkering. We were in the back room where Jolagh and his apprentices copied text from existing books to make new ones. They were highly intrigued by the simplicity of the machine, given the intricate nature of their work. “You speak as if this device should be common knowledge.” One of the apprentices remarked. “Are you certain this device is possible?”

I nodded I gestured with my hands again, signaling the illusion to go through the cycle of stamping a blank page. “It basically presses the paper . . . parchment, onto a form saturated with ink. There are sometimes errors, but for the most part, it recreates the paper perfectly every time. It's not terribly complicated, the only thing you would need to do is build it and design the forms. You could even make posters for your store using these.”

Jolagh rubbed his head as he looked at the desks of books and parchment around the room. The four scribes that were there sat silently as they stretched their strained digits. “Can that really aid in producing books?” Jolagh asked. “If we must design a form for every page, would it not take more time than if we wrote it directly?”

I tilted my hand back and forth in response, considering the question. “It's a little better with mass-producing the same page, but that can easily be extended to making many books at one time. You could probably make ten of them in a month. If it’s a book you need a lot of you can keep stencils for later use. You’d just need enough letters to replace the ones you use.”

The apprentices turned to look at Jolagh as he seemed to heavily consider the idea. “And you are able to produce this machine?” He asked.

I nodded as I pointed to a corner of the room. There was a stack of books there at the moment, but it seemed like the perfect place. “We can build it over there, out of the way of the shelves. It might take a while to get the design right, but after that, it's only a matter of making another machine exactly like it.”

Jolagh paused then sighed as he glanced at the corner. “If you truly believe in its benefits, then we may as well attempt it.” He admitted. “Gods know it would do us well to learn more of your strange outsider habits.”

I grinned as I glanced at the corner. “Excellent. I can come back tomorrow with a rough design. For now, just know that I'll need some wood, some rods of metal, and the tools to hold the thing together. We can ask Shurkul to help make the pieces of the form.”

Jolagh nodded as he reached into his shawl and pulled out a leather pouch. “I will have Naghat purchase the material.” He began counting coins from the pouch. He then turned to one of the apprentices and held out his filled hand. “Ensure it can be built large enough, preferably enough to make a page or two at a time.” The orc nodded as he took the coins and left the room. Jolagh then turned back to me. “I trust that you know what you are doing.”

I nodded as I stretched slightly. “It's just a matter of replicating past inventions. We could probably have it built in a few days and fully operational within a week or two.”

Jolagh nodded as he glanced at the desks again. “I look forward to seeing just how successful this device can be. It would certainly ease my worries if texts can be replicated so easily.”

I nodded as I started making my way towards the door. “I'll see you guys tomorrow then.” Jolagh and the others waved as I left his Jolagh's Emporium and began making my way back towards the barn. “A printing press is simple enough. I can teach them how to build it and make books a lot easier to come by. Hell, if Dexter has decided to stay here we might as well improve the literacy rate. I can only imagine what they could do if more of them knew how to read.”



I made my way back to the barn and continued what I’d started that morning. I studied the spellbook as I carefully memorized another incantation, Move Earth. I'd already washed the pile of clothes that once graced the chair next to me, hanging them to dry in a corner of the barn once I'd finished blasting them with Water Jet. I looked up as the door was pulled open and Dexter entered with a sigh. “Any luck?” I asked.

Dexter shook his head and let the pack drop from his back, tossing it onto an open chair as he replied. “It's nothing but oak and pines for miles. I doubt the conditions are anywhere near-optimal for a rubber tree. I've been searching clearings for the last few hours, hoping to find some dandelion or something.” Dexter sighed again as he sat down and began removing his shoes. “Surprisingly, no such luck. I'd try and watch what the deers do and do not eat, but I have yet to find any.” He began massaging his feet as he looked around the barn. “I'm going to have to see if I have a book that can tell me which plants deers tend to avoid. The latex sap is supposed to be a deer deterrent so if I find an equivalent here, I might be able to harvest the sap.” Dexter paused as he noticed the bin of quartz. “Did they drop everything off already?” He asked, turning to me.

I shook my head as I glanced at the pouch beside it. “Just the quartz and the manastone. Speaking of, what exactly is your plan for that?”

Dexter stood and walked over to the bin as he replied. “Like I said yesterday, grow my own quartz crystals using an autoclave. The pressure and heat should liquefy the natural crystals and collect the minerals on the seed. All that I need now is the cauldron, the acid, the stove, and the rubber.”

I nodded as I stood and walked over. “And what does the manastone have to play in this?” I asked curiously.

Dexter looked down and picked up the pouch, massaging it as he replied. “From what I remember of what Damon said, I can aid the growth of crystals by passing some electrons through the medium. The stone is the easiest way to do that. We don’t exactly have a generator handy.”

I nodded as I watched him open the pouch and examine the softly glowing crystal. “So kind of like the principle of electroplating?” I probed, trying to not be confrontational about what he was doing.

Dexter paused then grinned and nodded as he looked at me. “Exactly like electroplating. Only, in this case, it'll help the crystals grow faster. I just need to set up the apparatus correctly.”

I nodded and pursed my lips as Dexter tossed the pouch back onto the table. “Out of curiosity, what is the cauldron made of?” I asked, trying to lead him to the conclusion.

Dexter looked at me, confused. “I'd imagine it's made of iron.” He replied. “It could be made of copper, that would help distribute the heat, but from what I've seen the Institute uses iron.”

I nodded as I pointed at the pouch. “Either way, it's metallic. And what happens when you pass a charge through an acidic medium with metallic nodes?”

Dexter paused as he glanced at the pouch. “The anode material electroplates onto the cathode material. What do you-” He suddenly stopped, and I could tell he just had an aha moment. He then scrunched up his face and let out a groan as his palm slapped his forehead. “I'm a fucking dumbass.” He moaned. “I should have known that could be possible.” He cursed under his breath. “Of all the dangerous ways to fuck something up, this has to be the absolute dumbest.” He leaned over and rested his elbows on the table as his hands furiously rubbed his head. “A broken cauldron would be the least of our fucking worries if I’d gone through with the fucking plan.”

I grinned sadly as I gently stroked his back. “At least you know what could have happened,” I said encouragingly. “It just took a bit of thought.”

Dexter growled as his fists clenched in frustration. “I shouldn't have made the mistake in the first place.” He groaned, slapping the table angrily. “It could, would, have sprayed boiling acid all over the place. I should have thought of the ways the autoclave would fail with my design. Not to mention realize just how little I remembered of that conversation. I mean come on. Where did the memory get so messed up that it would think that would work?”

I nodded as Dexter let out another groan. “Still, you didn't follow through with the mistake. You realize what stone would have done to the cauldron and the danger is presented.”

Dexter paused, then finally let out a sigh as he straightened up. “I guess you're right, but it's still aggravating that I didn't think about what was wrong to begin with. All because Damion started with that electroplating analogy. I should've thought it through a bit more.”

I nodded as I picked up one of the crystals in the bin and examined it. “At least now you know what to do. Plus, I doubt many people would've realized where the plan would go wrong.”

Dexter sighed again as he nodded. “I'll have to try and stay on top of everything that could happen with what I make.” He muttered, not happy with the idea. “I don't want to have the final product suddenly fail and kill everyone in the immediate vicinity. Who knows who could get hurt if I’m not precise about all this.”

I nodded as I tossed the crystal back in with the rest. “Well, we can worry about that later. Right now, we should focus on what each of us needs to build.”

Dexter suddenly turned and gave me a curious look. “What do you mean each of us?”

I grinned as I gestured with my hands again, pressing them together, as if it were imprinting ink onto a page. “I'm going to help Jolagh build a printing press.”
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Dexter nodded along as he listened to my recounting of the day. Once I was finished he nodded as he rubbed his chin. “A printing press would definitely help them out.” He remarked. “Just getting it to work could increase the literacy rate by ten percent.”

I nodded as I pointed towards the door. “Plus, make it a lot easier to copy existing information. They’d be able to tell a lot more of their own stories and pass on more knowledge from previous generations.”

Dexter nodded as he stretched, causing several soft pops to sound. “In any case, now we both have things to keep us occupied. At least until we finish our respective tasks.”

I nodded as I glanced at the spellbook, a thought suddenly occurring to me. “What about a weapon? Anything come to you?”

Dexter shook his head as he picked up one of the crystals from the bin. “I have yet to find out most of the limits of magic. So, I can't say, definitively, if any of the ideas I have will be good or viable. Anything technological is limited in speed by what the orcs already have. It might take a full-blown year or two to get them officially into the industrial age. That’s also assuming I dedicate my time to making all the necessary technology. As such, I'll need to research magic some more; hope that I can think of a crack in the limits that our current understanding might be able to bypass. I mean, they haven’t thought of a chemical solution to their problem so their understanding of it must be pretty primordial.”

I nodded and let out a slow yawn as Dexter tossed the crystal back in with the others. “Either way, you still need more time and I need to get back to designing the press. I just hope that bastard elf doesn't get impatient and decides to attack again.”

Dexter nodded as he glanced at the door. “If he's smart he'll see it as a huge loss and be wary of another assault. If not, he'll at least be cautious and target one of the other villages around here, try and set a kind of example. If he's stupid he might even do it within the next week or so.” He suddenly started walking towards the door. “I can probably glean something about Almar by asking the orcs what they think he'll do. If fifty years isn't that much to them, it might not be much to the elves. By that logic, Almar might wait a few months before making a move.”

I followed him towards the door as I began questioning him. “Are you sure that's a good idea? They thought the army was going to take a week to get here, not arrive by morning. For all we know, they might be wrong about that bastard too. Plus, it's pretty hard to judge someone based on the recollection of others.”

Dexter shrugged as he pulled open the door. “You might be right. Almar could've changed since then. For all, I know he could be preparing an invading army as we speak. But if there's one thing I'm good at, it's judging character. They can at least give me a baseline to start getting into his mindset and predicting his next move.”

I tilted my head as Dexter turned to stare out at the darkening city. “You say that like you've done this before,” I remarked. “Don’t tell me you actually think it’s possible to anticipate that monster.”

Dexter grinned slightly as he turned back to me. “In a way, I have; a lot. I was great at predicting people when I was younger. I only had to talk with them for a few minutes before being able to deduce their actions in a given situation. It's what I did to win at manhunt, provided I was one of the hunters. My siblings used to call it tryhard mode. Though that kind of died down when we got into high school.”

I sighed and shook my head slightly. “That recount alone is probably riddled with confirmation bias. He probably got a lucky streak sometime during his childhood and didn't bother to really test it.” “Just be careful.” I pleaded. “You just got on the orcs' good side. You don't want unwanted questions mucking that up.”

Dexter nodded as he waved to me and stepped out the door. “I'll tread lightly this time. Just up to the Great Hall to see if Bulak can answer some of my questions. I won't be gone for more than an hour.” I nodded and waved him off as he closed the door with a soft boom. I then turned and stretched as I made my way back over to the table. “Now to get to work.”



Dexter



I stepped into the dimly lit Hall just as Bulak was stepping out of the staircase. I grinned as I rushed over and thanked my good fortune. “Bulak! Just the person I wanted to see.”

A grin flashed across her face as I approached her. “Dexter! What a pleasant surprise. Have you found your substance?”

I shook my head as I gestured to the door behind me. “It's a hard substance to find in the wild, even with the proper conditions. I'm having to try and harvest from the smaller plants that happen to produce a similar substance. Of course, that means I need to find said plants, and I only know what they look like when they bloom. So, I'm examining the winter bramble and hoping I recognize one of the earlier stages.”

Bulak nodded as she glanced across the hall. “There is much flora that surrounds Snakhagr. It takes quite a while to know what they are and what they can do. I suspect finding what you seek will take some time.”

I nodded as I glanced at the door. “Were it springtime, my job would be a lot easier. I'd be able to identify the plant from a distance, and wouldn't have to go stumbling through the woods looking for the telltale bushels.”

I jumped in surprise as another orc suddenly interrupted our conversation. “Lady Bulak, your father requests your presence in the war room. He says it is of the utmost importance.”

Bulak's face fell and she nodded as she gestured for the orc to leave. He bowed slightly and backed away as Bulak turned back to me. “Pardon me, I have a matter to deal with.” With that, she turned and strode briskly away.

I dashed to catch up to Bulak as she finished crossing the open space between the tables. “Hang on, I actually wanted to talk to you about something.”

Bulak stopped to turn to me, a look of curiosity on her face. “Is it urgent?” She asked. “I do not wish to keep my father waiting.”

I shook my head as I let out a breath, still winded from the climb up the hill. “I wanted a general idea of what you think Almar might do next. If I knew that, I might be able to throw my two cents in later.”

Bulak gave me a curious look for a moment then nodded. “That is a wise choice. Knowing your opponent is the first step to success. However, I am doubtful much could be gleaned from our expectations. Almar is rather unpredictable.” She then turned back and gestured for me to follow. “I am only versed in the more recent elven tactics. If you would like a more complete picture, I suggest speaking with Agrob. He has devoted far more time than I.”

I let out a sigh as I began to follow her. “Doesn't he hate me? I know we have a mutual understanding, but I doubt he'd be willing to share his knowledge with me.”

Bulak shook her head as she led me to the door behind Dubak's throne. “My father will be in attendance when you ask. He may be displeased with you, but he will comply with my father's orders; particularly in a situation like this.” She pushed open the door and started leading me down the flight of stairs beyond. “Besides, if you wish to unite the tribes you will likely have to learn of their relations.” I nodded as we traveled down, passing a door along the way, the sounds of clinking utensils and fire seeping through the wood. “You should know, that is the doorway to the kitchen. If you need extra provisions for your expedition, merely ask them.” I nodded as we continued walking, the sounds of cooking growing fainter as we went. We finally came upon another doorway, off from the staircase, and Bulak pushed it open, leading me into a room dominated by a massive wooden table. Figurines were resting on it with small markings etched into each of them. The top was coated in an assorted color of paints, denoting forests, mountains, rivers, and even an ocean surrounding the mass of land at two sides like a corner. I looked around and saw orc surrounding it, each wearing various armor and weapons and discussing amongst themselves. I noticed Dubak at the far end of the table and followed Bulak as she made her way over to him.

Dubak grinned as he raised his arm and welcomed her into the room. “Ah, daughter, I am glad you came.” He glanced down at me as the door behind us finally closed with a resounding boom. “I did not expect you here, nor did I summon you. Have you already found your substance?”

I shook my head nervously as I glanced at the table. I took note of the size and shape of the respective pieces. There were seven large pieces in total, I assumed representing each of the tribe chiefs judging from the spiky points at the top of each figure. Several smaller pieces lay scattered about the top and faced in various directions, matching colors facing similar directions towards opposing colors. “It's proving about as difficult as I expected. It's not something easily harvested, even under the most ideal conditions. It might take me a while to get enough sap to make the rubber I need. After that, I can get onto the crystal thing that started all this. Until then, I'm just trying to cover all my bases when it comes to a plan. Right now I want to figure out what Almar might try next. If he attacks, I want to get steel armaments out to the soldiers as soon as possible. If he's going to wait, I want to focus on making and improving whatever I come up with so that that can be doled out to the troops when the time comes. Most of all, I want to start getting into his mindset. I want to know how he thinks so that I can think on my feet when I eventually reach Nione.”

Dubak nodded as he too glanced at the table. “A wise decision, knowing your opponent is the first step to success.”

I grinned and nodded as I gestured towards Bulak. “I heard; your daughter said the same thing upstairs.”

I saw Dubak grin as he turned to her. Bulak grinned and looked away sheepishly in response. He then turned back to me. “Well, if you wish to learn about Almar, I suggest you wait for Agrob. He has made it his obsession to learn everything he can about him. The most I can tell is that he will wait after suffering such a substantial loss, but that will change if the tribute is not given on time. He will likely grow impatient and attack again once that happens.”

I nodded as I glanced around. “Bulak mentioned it being beneficial that I'm here; can you tell us what you called her down for?”

Dubak gestured patiently as he glanced at the door. “In good time, we still have one other to wait on.” I looked around at the orcs in attendance. Some wore similar gold-trimmed shawls, similar to the one I’d seen in the arena. They were clearly members of the city council. Others donned various metal armors. They must have been prominent military figures of the city. I saw Kagan in among them as well as someone else with a spotted shawl, this one colored grey with black spots.

I turned back to Dubak as my question finally formulated. “Who are you missing?”

Dubak gestured towards the door. “The object of our prior conversation, Agrob. He should be here shortly. I sent for him just before I sent for Bulak.” I nodded as I glanced at the table again, trying to orient where we were on the map. I suddenly noticed letters etched into parts of the map, near each of the seven large figurines. “Let's see; G, V, Z, W, B, D, K. If I were a betting man, the G must be Gashur. V is probably that Varthurg place. They’re right next to each other on the map. The rest of them must be the other tribes.” I looked up as I heard a creak from the door.

Agrob stepped in and closed the door behind him with another resounding boom. “Yes, Dubak? Has something happened? Has Knurig made a move towards the river?” He paused as he noticed me standing beside him. I instinctually placed a hand on my sword. I'd neglected to remove it throughout my time at the barn.

Dubak broke the silence of the room as he gestured at an open spot in the crowd. “It is not concerning Gashur this time. I have reports from the eastern coast. Conflict is brewing between the tribes.” A small murmur moved across the room as the orcs stared intently at the table. Dubak continued to speak as he pointed. “Wrukag has moved troops closer to the border, seems to be preparing for something. The high chief of Zuhgan has caught wind of this and sent resources south in response.” I nodded as he pointed at the two clusters of figures facing each other near one coast on the table, one white and one black. “It would seem that the old treaty may soon crumble. Zuhgan and Wrukag may be just the beginning. If those two start fighting, they will soon claim their neutral grounds again, prompting the others to seize theirs and signal another tribal war.” I glanced at Bulak as Dubak paused. Her face betrayed no emotions as she stared at the table. Her eyes flitted back and forth along the table as murmurs within the room rose again. “Shit, not good. My plan can't work if war breaks out. Plus, that'll mean they start wasting resources and means no harvest festival to find some common ground. That just reduces my chances of revenge from zero to nil. God damn it. Why couldn’t this have been pos-”

I looked up again as a small pop sounded through the room and Garahk appeared near the doorway. Her face now held a cold and calculating expression, the look of a grandmother now gone and replaced with one of a stern and elderly aunt. “It would seem I am in time to see the aftermath of your rash judgment.” She commented, looking around the room. The orcs in attendance remained silent as they waited for her to continue. She let out a sigh as she began speaking again. “If you had read the report in full you might have deduced the true intentions of these troops. A caravan was spotted not too far from where the troops currently are. A caravan represents a collection of resources and food. Wruthag and Zuhgan know their easter regions are infested with trolls and ogres. Disappearances have also been reported in the same regions the troops are being moved to, meaning they are there to guard against the trolls and ogres that grow bolder as their food stores dwindle. Our operatives in Zuhgan have also seen an increase in such attacks. The last winter has been brutal on everyone, orc or otherwise. I suspect such precautions will be taken for the next few months until the green begins to return and these creatures return to their hovels. There's no point in riling up the people for such paltry events. I suggest I be consulted before such a meeting is called again.”

Everyone turned to stare expectedly at Dubak as he stared at Garahk. “You are certain of this fact?” He asked curiously. Garahk nodded as she gestured towards her staff. A glowing cloud was exuded from it and slowly formed into another map, this one having oceans to the north and east, a more complete map of the table in front of me. Small lights gradually appeared, using various colors and clustering together or forming lines between each other.

Garahk pointed to one such line near the eastern end of the display, then to a particular purple light. “These markings are more than soldiers marching through the land. This specific point indicates a high concentration of arcane ingredients, not found in normal troop movements. It is likely a merchant that trades in magical wares.” She then pointed to a cluster of red lights nearby. “These points mark where such monsters currently frequent. As you can see, they are much closer than normal. Any troop movements are likely to combat such proximity and ensure these goods do not fall to monstrous attacks.” The cloud faded out as she turned to stare at Dubak.

He let out a low sigh as he stared at the table, scratching his chin. “You are certain of this matter?” He asked again.

Garahk nodded again as she gestured to herself this time. “I have no reason to believe this spell would misinform me. Nor do I doubt my observations of these particular events. While it is good that you have managed to summon so many on such short notice, the matter at hand is truly unnecessary for it. This meeting would only rile up those in the city and make it difficult for our outsider friend to achieve his goal. The merchants would undoubtedly hear word if we choose to alter our typical troop movement.” I felt all eyes turn to me as Garahk finished speaking. I quietly gritted my teeth and turned to stare at the table as the room fell silent for a minute. Finally, Garahk spoke again. “I commend you on meeting so soon, but it is utterly pointless for this matter. Though, if you have anything else worth discussing, I suggest you do so.” The room fell silent again as everyone glanced at each other.

Finally, one of them spoke up. “I am wary about this rumored unity.” He admitted, staring at me then turning to the others. “The war had been waged far longer than any of us have lived. Even now, an official end to the war seems like a far-off dream. How can one person, one outsider, possibly hope to change that matter?” Everyone turned to me again, causing my leg to involuntarily shake. I was silent for a minute as I took low shaky breaths, trying to suppress my fear.

Another gold-trimmed council member spoke up and broke the silence of the room. “I assume it has something to do with that incentive he mentioned yesterday.” He remarked. “If he plans to force the other tribes to cooperate, Gashur would not last another century.”

I took one last breath and look up calmly at them. “That's not what I had in mind,” I growled, a little angrier than I should have been. “The weapon isn't to force the tribes to join. It’s meant to provide a sort of reward for if they cooperate. I'd try and tell you more about my plan, but to be honest I don't know it either. I need time and information to make a real plan, one that provides more of a guarantee for a united tribe and ensures that Adympia's days became numbered.” I let out a sigh as I began playing with my fingers nervously. “It's actually why I came up to the Great Hall in the first place. I wanted an idea of what our first stepping stone would be like. Nione is undoubtedly going to be the first city on the list and I have no idea of how the baron there thinks. So far the two that I've asked have referred me to Agrob. Now I’m just waiting for an opportunity to see what he knows.” Everyone turned to him as I replied to the questions they asked me. I saw his face briefly twitch before returning to his calm expression. He glanced at Dubak as everyone continued to stare. I glanced at him as well and noticed he was returning a deadly serious expression to Agrob. The two stared at each other as if having a silent conversation.

Agrob finally let out a reluctant growl as he rubbed his temple. “If you truly require this information, I can provide it; granted that you acknowledge that it is likely incomplete and Almar may act counter to my observations.”

I nodded as I turned to stare at Agrob. “That's fine, I just need to know what he's done for the last fifty years. Even a second-hand recount can help me determine the kind of person he is.”

Agrob nodded as he glanced at the others surrounding the table. “If there is nothing else plaguing our minds, I suggest we return to our duties. A tribal war may resume regardless, and we must be prepared for such an eventuality.” The others nodded as Garahk let out a low sigh. They began making their way towards to door while Agrob began walking over and Garahk began gesturing to herself. She popped out of existence just as I came face to face with Agrob again. He glanced back as the door closed behind the last orc, leaving me, Agrob, Bulak, and Dubak in the room. He sighed again as he turned to me, his towering form giving me pause for a moment. “I assume you wish to know everything?” He asked, his voice full of dissatisfaction.

I nodded as I turned to the table, avoiding his gaze and focusing on the blank patch next to the region marked with a ‘G'. That was likely where the great empire of Adympia started. “Leave nothing out,” I replied, still not meeting his gaze.

I heard shifting next to me as Agrob leaned on the table, looking over the pieces with great care. “Then we shall start with my initial observations; what I learned when I began my investigations fifty years ago.”



Garahk



I materialized back in my study, sighing slightly as the damp air of the war room was replaced by the incense of the candles on a nearby table. I looked around at the stone walls, etched with more arcane symbols and markings as I let my teleportation nausea gradually fade away. The shelves upon shelves of parchment and books displayed my years, no decades, of work and research into the magical world. Tables littered the room, bearing parchment and tomes as my nausea finally left and I continued with my work.

I limped over to one such table as beads of light floated above me, detached from any anchor and bathing the room in a pale purple light. “All of our efforts almost for naught. It would be unwise to let rumors spread over this. I would trust Elder Mother Mogak to stop the rumor in Varthurg, but she still runs the risk of failure. With the existence of Dexter, we stand a chance of succeeding, but not when war breaks out. I shall have to ensure the others make it the utmost priority to keep the conflicts down. We must make it to the next harvest festival and see what he can accomplish there. It may take several years for him to establish connections between the tribes and several more to construct a feasible alliance.”

I picked up one of the amethysts I was working on and examined it carefully. It was still opaque and unfit for use as a focus. “But perhaps that assumption is faulty. He may be able to do it in much less time. I had not known it was possible to create crystals of our own, or in his words ‘grow' them. Perhaps he may glean a solution that we are blind to. Outsiders do appear to carry innate knowledge of the world, even a glimpse of it may be able to change ours in unimaginable ways. One thing is for certain. The other elders are liable to adopt a different mentality of Gashur if they learn of his presence here, at least currently. They will need a demonstration of the fruit he bears if they are to trust him and redouble their efforts towards peace. Perhaps the crystal-”

My thoughts were interrupted as my staff started to glow, spraying a green light around the room. I sighed as I set the crystal down again. “Speaking of,” I muttered, moving over to a corner of the room. My staff clacked on the stone floor as I navigated over to a violet curtain, covering a corner from the rest of my study. I finally reached out and pulled it back, revealing a wall filled with markings, the left half dominated by a large rectangle of exceedingly complex etchings and symbols. I turned my attention to the other half, simpler marking joining gemstones as they glowed intermittently. The blocks of stone had been shaped and molded to delicately but precisely hold the gemstones in the right position. I took a step away from the wall as I gestured at the rug before me and pulled it aside, revealing a circular carving set into the floor. A small hole graced the center, just large enough for the tip of my staff to rest in. I lined up the wood and let it sink in, looking up at the half-dozen gems embedded in the wall as I did so. The emerald stone began to glow as it stared illuminating a portion of the wall, displaying a green snakehead with a hissing tongue, gemstone composing its eye. “I expect this to be important,” I grumbled, addressing the glowing serpent. “Has Knurig discovered something? Are you closer to conflict?”

The snakehead did not move, merely glowed brighter as a gruff voice spoke through it. “This does not concern Knurig. This concerns Gashur. I have received word that Farod has ordered troops, including mages, toward Zuhgan. If I have received such news, it is likely you will soon receive similar word. I advise you to prepare your chief to silence any rumors that sprout from this. The last thing we need is another rumor from Gashur. Varthurg is on shaky ground as it is.”

I let out a low sigh as I briefly looked down. “Knurig truly is falling behind.” I chuckled, looking up at the snake again. “Snakhagr received the news naught but a day ago. I had just returned from convincing my chief to remain calm. Any concerns you had are wasted here.” I grinned to myself as the head remained silent, gemstone seeming to stare out in anger.

After a minute, the snakehead finally spoke. “That is good news. It means one less thing to worry about. Despite everything we have done, the tribes are still on poor footing.”

I nodded instinctually. “Quite so,” I said quickly, remembering the Elder Father could not see me. “I had hoped that Sharog would have managed to pacify Wrukag slightly better, but I suppose there is only so much one can do with Farod.”

A low grumble of agreement emanated from the snakehead. “I would have hoped that she did not have to do it by herself. I encouraged everyone to convince their chief to reach out to Farod and attempt communication with the budding leader. Unfortunately, none of you heeded my advice.”

I let out a low sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You forget that we find difficulty in keeping chiefs neutral to one another. We are not forgiving people. Dubak is fortunate enough to not possess such animosity towards the others, but the same cannot be said the other way around. Farod would find any attempts at contact unwelcome. We must-” I stopped as the topaz within the wall began to glow, causing the yellow emblem of a boar to illuminate the space a little way above the snakehead. As with the snake, the gemstone took the place of the eye as the tusks finished materializing on the wall.

A lighter sultrier voice came from the head as the emblem grew brighter. “I hope you are not making enemies of yourselves. It is bad enough that our chiefs cannot agree with one another. We do not need this council to fall to the same sort of bickering.”

I nodded as I kept my attention trained on the glowing boar head. “Elder Father Umhra was kind enough to warn me of a potential problem. Fortunately, I had enough foresight to handle the situation before it became one in the first place.”

The snakehead let out a low grumble as the boar grunted in understanding. “Excellent. I hope there is nothing else worth discussing.”

I shook my head as the snakehead let out another grunt. “It is quiet on the Gashur front. The most we have had is some nuisances from Adympia. Though the people do seem eager to trade with the incoming merchants.”

The boar let out another understanding grunt. “Morug certainly carries interesting wares. I can see why they would be excited.”

I nodded as I glanced at the snakehead. “What of you, Umhra? Has Morug recently graced Knurig?”

The head remained silent for a minute, then it spoke in a grumbling tone. “Admittedly he has not been granted permission to our lands yet, but I know he has petitioned for such a pass. Unfortunately, I have not figured out how to convince Murob to allow him in.”

I nodded as I glanced around my study. “I was only able to convince Dubak once our metal needs exceeded our production. Our stores of furs do us no good when we need more metal for weapons.”

I turned back to the boar head as it glowed again. “Varthurg is certainly grateful for such furs. I had not known them to be so soft before Morug started his caravan. Even your most common furs seem to rival the ones I provided my mages in my Hall.”

I nodded again, feeling the soft fur weighing on my shoulders. “The trinkets he had are fascinating. I believe they even converted one of our blacksmiths into a tinkerer; a substantial feat to say the least.”

The boar let out a soft laugh. “I could say the same for your furs. Some of my leather workers discarded old rivalries to cooperate and figure out how you made them so soft. It has been a relief to dissuade such an old conflict.”

It was my turn to let out a short laugh. “It would seem that a mere business transaction has had an unexpected benefit for both our tribes.”

The boar let out an understanding grunt. “Quite so. Though I only wish they would cooperate better on the larger level.”

I nodded as I glanced back at the snakehead again. “It would be beneficial to convince Murob to allow Morug into Knurig. Perhaps then we can convince our three chiefs to cooperate better.”

The snakehead let out a low grumble. “I can attempt to again, but she still must see an inherent benefit to the caravan trading within our tribe. That could take time to accompli-”

I turned as a knock suddenly radiated from the door on the far side of the room. A muffled voice shouted through. “Elder Mother!” One of the Magistrates called. “I have the crystals you requested.”

I nodded as I turned back to the two heads. “We will have to continue this later. I have my duties to attend to.”

The two heads grunted in agreement then spoke in unison. “May the gods smile upon you.”

I gripped my staff firmly and pulled at it as I replied. “And you as well.” The emblems faded from the wall as I stepped forward to pull the curtain back into place. With another wave, the rug dove back into place, covering the arcane circle on the floor. I then turned and started making my way towards the door. “I hope Dexter knows what he is doing. It will take more than fancy metal and custom crystals to impress the chiefs.”

            

    
        31. Arbor Acquaintance

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



I stared intently at the table of figures as Agrob explained what he knew. He moved the purple figures around to demonstrate where troops had to be deployed over the years and where they were whenever Almar grew short on patience. Agrob had conducted interviews with the survivors of Almar’s attacks, asked why the troops attacked, what they targeted, and if they left anything behind. There wasn't anything helpful there; everyone said the troops said nothing, just attacked. They didn't specifically target anything, just torched everything and they left nothing behind, save for the burnt-out torches that they used to blaze the buildings. He eventually got around to his behavioral interpretations of the events. There were a lot of words tacked onto the ends of his explanation, admittedly supporting evidence and a series of events that occurred before attacks, but the gist of it was; ill-tempered, impulsive, and very greedy. I nodded as he finished his explanation and looked up at me. He seemed more than slightly aggravated as he stared at me. “Would this suffice?” He asked, impatiently. I was silent for a minute as I mentally ran through his explanation again.

My eyes swept back and forth rapidly across the table as I thought deeply. “Alright, different from what I was expecting. Though, something doesn't quite seem right. The group is swift, brutal, and described consistently, in height voice, and that distinguishing feature; meaning they're either not having to replace people or they have a bunch of twins. The second option is unlikely. So, that means it's the same group. The fact that they've been doing this for so long means they're skilled; likely highly trained. If they're trained to efficiently torch a place they probably have other training. The fact that they responded perfectly to every change in guard means they're longtime observers; good at long-term stealth and scouting. That indicates patience, something that Almar supposedly doesn't have. Means they're not under his direct order; just told to go out and do something then report back when done. Inconsistent timescale after tributes supports that, finding a place worth torching can take a varying amount of time. The only way to stop them would be to know what they're doing and where they're going to attack. Best option against that would be some sort of trap. The fact that they attacked so far into Gashur and still managed to elude the search party means they didn't stick around. Lack of anything found in the village or the forests beyond means they're exceedingly efficient. They didn't even make a campfire, and if they did they somehow erased any trace of it. I'll need to neutralize them if I plan to make Almar sweat.” I shook myself out of my mental trance when Dubak barked my name. “Dexter!” He said loudly. I turned to him as I filed the information away for later. “Is this what you were looking for?”

I glanced back at the table as I blinked a few times. “It's different from what I was expecting,” I admitted, “but it's still good information. Thank you Agrob.”

Agrob let out a low grumble as he turned and stomped towards the door. “I have other matters to attend to. I expect something worthwhile when you visit me yourself.” He closed the door with a loud bam, causing me to reflexively blink.

I turned back to the table as I stroked my chin. “That went better than last time,” Bulak commented. “At least neither of you exchanged barbs.”

I nodded as I turned to her in time to see Dubak give her a quizzical look. He leaned forward, his hand pressing into the table. “He has met Agrob before?” Dubak asked.

I nodded as I reached up and rubbed my neck. “Twice actually; once down at a bar and once up at the Hall after my rite. The first time was extremely unpleasant for both of us. I egregiously insulted him, and he responded by threatening to chop my head off. The second time was better, we only exchanged what I'd call passive-aggressive remarks.”

Bulak's eyes went wide. “He threatened you? Why did you not tell me of this?”

I shrugged. “Didn't seem important at the time,” I admitted. “Besides, it wouldn’t have improved our relationship anyway. I know what I did and his response was in line with what I should have expected.

Bulak’s brow furrowed in confusion at my nonchalant behavior. “Not important? He almost killed you and you say it was not important?”

I nodded, causing Dubak to step forward and gesture at the door angrily. “If what you say is true he needs to be punished for his actions. I gave a strict order that you were not to be harmed. Champion or not, he cannot disobey me.”

I shook my head as I gestured calmingly at him, realizing what was going to happen. “It won't do any good. He'll know exactly who ratted him out and hate me even more for it. I need him on my side. Punishment isn't going to do that. Besides, I'm pretty sure sharing the title of Champion with someone like me is punishment enough for him.”

Dubak stared at me in shock. “You do not wish to see justice for his misdeeds?”

I shook my head again, glancing at the table as I ran through what Agrob had told me. “Not in this case. I'll just turn the other cheek and try and change his mind. Besides, I was the one that provoked the confrontation. I just didn’t have the skill to back up my words.”

Dubak rubbed his head as he glanced at the door.  “You would allow him to strike you again?” He asked.

Again, I shook my head. “I never said that. I just won't make a fuss over that encounter. If he does something like then again, then I'll come to you. I’m in a lot better headspace for that now anyway. For now, I'm above retaliation. “

Dubak paused as he turned to look at the door. After a minute, he let out a low sigh and turned back to me. “Very well, but I ask that you avoid provoking him. It would be a shame if either of you was lost to the world.”

I nodded as I glanced at my watch. 6:46 “I'll try and avoid any sensitive subjects,” I promised. “Right now, I need to get back. I promised Amelia I wouldn't take too long.” I then turned and started making my way towards the door as I waved goodbye. “I'll see you later, hopefully when I found a source of rubber.”

“Good luck,” Bulak called out as I pulled the door open and started ascending the stairs beyond. I began making my way towards the barn as I started thinking through my routine for the next few days. “Get up, get packed, get down to the gate, then get out to the forest and hope that spring comes soon.”



I knelt beside the twentieth bush of green as I carefully examined the budding plant. I reached out and crushed one of the stalks, wetting my fingers on the sap of the plant. I let go and examined my fingers, prints completely visible through the translucent sap. I let out a sigh as I stood up and flicked my fingers clean. “Definitely not it; latex sap is white.” I turned and started walking further into the forest, eyes scanning the floor for anything that might yield the proper material. I felt my concentration start to lapse as I trudged over roots and under branches. “The odds of finding a proper substitute in these conditions is starting to feel low. On the other hand, I haven't searched the whole forest yet. I might be able to find something if I head east. Plus, I could try and substitute with the resin in these trees. A resin mix might work. Then again, a single crack would spell disaster. The autoclave requires massive pressure and resin isn't like rubber. It'll explode if it fails or I get the mixture wrong. I need the sap and the sulfur to make it int-” Snap I stopped and turned sharply as I heard a branch snapping behind me. The stillness of the forest stared back, branches swaying in the cold air as the sun cast shadows onto the forest floor. I felt uneasy as I searched for the source of the noise, my own heart starting to mask the sounds I could hear. I brought my hand down and slowly pulled at my sword, unsheathing it as I felt invisible eyes watching me. I gestured with my left hand and causing a small flame to appear above my palm. It felt like I wasn’t alone. I suddenly spun around and looked at where I was heading as I felt a breeze on my back and a chill run up my spine. The same forest I'd been walking through for the last four hours looked back as I squinted through the trees, trying to differentiate between shadow and actual movement. I readied myself as I turned again and began looking around. I was on high alert as I searched for the source of my panic. I tried desperately to see what had caused the noise, the silence of the forest doing little to comfort my heightened state; not even a single bug made a noise as I trampled the ground beneath me, just me and my pounding heart. I was almost tempted to shout out but decided against it. “It's the one thing you say not to do during horror movies, don't do it now. Don’t draw attention.”

After several minutes of turning in place, flame crackling softly in my palm, I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm. “Calm the fuck down. It was probably a fallen branch. Nothing to be worried about. It's not like any animal could hurt you anyway; you have a mother fucking sword. . . People, on the other hand.” I slowly turned and began silently creeping to a shallower area of the forest, away from any would-be forest people. I had no idea the kind of creatures the forest could hide. “Better safe than sorry.” I treaded lightly, avoiding branchy paths or loose stones, all the while glancing around me as I tried to find movement. It was silent as I crept, the flame in my hand giving a slight warmth against the cold air. I held my sword at the ready and flaming palm raised as I quietly moved past the trees. Eventually, I reached an area where I could see the outline of the city, giving comfort to the eerie feeling rampaging through my mind. I grinned and sped up my movement, heading back towards the city and safety.

I faltered and stopped myself as I reached the edge of the forest, leaning onto a tree as I panted. Only now did I realize I had been holding my breath. “The fuck am I doing?” I suddenly realized. “I'm running from a fucking twig. I have no idea what made that noise. For all I know, a fucking rabbit could have made it. So why do I need to run?” I looked down at my watch as I forced myself to straighten. 1:02 “No point heading back right now. There's still hours before sundown.” I glanced behind me as my heart finally slowed in my chest. A breeze caused the branches to sway, casting a dancing shadow in the forest, taunting my fear. I growled as my heart finally reached a calm pace and I forcibly turned around as I stared into the woods again. They seemed to radiate a sinister aura. “I faced a mother fucking troll and a mother fucking army. I'm not about to let a collection of overgrown twigs stop me.” I lifted my foot and determinedly stepped forward as I started making my way back into the woods.



I spent the rest of the day on alert, glancing behind me at the slightest of noises, but I didn't leave the forest until the sun finally started to sink in the sky. My winding journey through the woods wasn’t marked with plant searching though. I wanted to know why my fight or flight instinct had gone off. I kept glancing behind me as I walked, searching for the source of my panic. Nothing showed itself though and the rest of my day ended up being a fruitless endeavor. I sighed as I finally emerged from the tree line and made my way towards the city. “The fuck is this all about? Why the fuck was I so on edge? I spent all day in the woods yesterday and I never felt like this. Hell, I got close to a roaming pack of wolves and I didn't even flinch as I watched them. Not to mention the four pounds of razor-sharp metal currently hanging at my side and the fucking fireball I can create from thin air. Anything that stood a chance of threatening me and my sword has fuck all when it comes to me and my fireball. So Why The Fuck Am I Still Looking Behind Me?” I forced my head to turn forward and remain there, ignoring my pounding heart and myriad of mental alarm bells. “There's nothing worth fearing in those woods. Be it bear, wolf, or boar, none of them stand a chance against me.”

I let out an angry sigh as I crossed the threshold again and stepped back into the city of Snakhagr. I looked behind me at the now partially constructed gate as my heart slowed again, the panic gone once more. They had added another two or three logs since I left the city, closing the gaping hole a quarter of the way. They were already cutting the logs that would be hoisted into place the next day, laying them on their side near the door they would compose. I turned back to walking as I refocused on my tasks. “The Cauldron and acid should be here either today or tomorrow. I can set up everything on the enchanted stove and wait for the final piece. I no longer need to isolate the ends, but that doesn't mean I no longer need the rubber. Given the size of the crystals they've given me and their theoretical rate of growth, I can probably make a fist-sized crystal in the space of a month. From there I can mass produce it and even use the synthetic quartz to grow more crystals. After that . . . I'll have to think of a weapon.” I let out a sigh as I rubbed my temple. “I face the same problems there as I did before. Technology is too slow, and magic is too primitive, especially against cannons, and an extra fifty years of time and research that's produced god knows what else. I don't even know what period cannon they are. They could be the more basic seventeenth-century cannons or the more versatile civil war cannons. Hell, it could be neither and he made some sort of hybrid that's more akin to the modern artillery we have. The presence of magic complicates things. They might not even use powder. Leroy might have found a way to make a rail-gun type weapon. That definitely won't be good to defend against. All I know for sure is they spit metal that can destroy a gate in a single volley.”

I shook my head as I continued to walk through the city. “Positive thoughts; whatever he did, you can think of and even find a counter for it. It's all down to determination and the number of good ideas you can make. You even have the advantage, modern tech and all that. Fifty years is quite a while for technological advancement. Plus, the boxes of books you happened to bring along with you. You've already brought the orcs a steel mill, likely jumping them to the most advanced group out there. All you need to do is widen that gap and try and make a weapon that probably exists back home. How hard can that be?” I let out another sigh as I rounded the corner and spotted the barn in the distance. “It's like Amelia said, as much as I dislike how she phrased it, I just got to read from an instruction manual.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as I pulled the barn door closed, causing a low boom to echo around the barn and cutting off the one source of light. “Huh, I guess Amelia isn't back yet.” I gestured with my hand and cause a ball of light to appear in my palm. I tossed it forward and willed it to catch on a hook, causing it to bounce there as it hung in the middle of the room. I strode over to an open chair and sat down with a heavy sigh, pulling off my shoes as soon as I got the weight off my feet. “I'm glad I have these shoes to walk in. These are the only ones that'll feel this comfortable, at least before I get the orcs to make their own better.” I tossed them under a table as I wiggled my toes, stretching them out from the hours of walking. I then stood and stretched as I walked over to the table carrying an open spellbook. “Might as well learn a spell before bed,” I said out loud, no longer cautious of anyone hearing me.

I pulled the chair back and moved to sit down, but quickly scrambled back and fell on the floor as Amelia's grinning face suddenly materialized beside me and she let out a sharp “BOO.” I quickly jumped back up and reached for my sword as Amelia started laughing.

I let out a sigh as I relaxed and finally realize what had happened. “Jesus fucking Christ. You scared the hell out of me.” I sighed, placing a hand on my chest. “I'm assuming this means you've found another spell? What's this one called, Invisibility?”

Amelia shook her head as she gestured with her hand, causing a solid black tetrahedron to materialize in it. “Catch.” She said, tossing the object. I reached up to grab the object in midair but blinked in surprise as it passed right through my palm and through my face. I turned in time to see it disappear through the floor. “It's an illusion spell.” She explained as I turned back to her. “About a square yard of manipulatable space for a single point of mana. I set up that little cloak just as you were approaching the door.”

I nodded as I looked down at the book, now able to see that the book was open to the entry on Mirage. I grinned as I turned to her.  “That's pretty useful. I couldn't see you at all. You could probably sneak up on anyone like that.”

Amelia shook her head as she gestured again. After a second, she disappeared again, the space around her shimmering and fading into stillness as her image was removed from the world. She then reappeared, stepping out from the side and causing the space to make a very obvious ripple, like the surface of a pool of water. She then stepped back in and reappeared on the other side, the space rippling twice to this action. “It's a stationary field, I can move it around, but it'll be obvious that it's there.” She directed her hand at the field and had it move around, causing the walls of empty space to sway as if they were a loosely held fluid.

I turned and pointed at where the tetrahedron had vanished. “So, why didn't that look like that?”

Amelia shrugged as she released the spell and caused the field to disappear. “The book said it's because it's easier to make something than to unmake something. Like this.” She gestured again and caused another field to appear, this one a near-perfect image of herself at that moment. Everything from the shirt she wore, to the freckles on her face, even to the stray strands of hair that had snuck free of her ponytail was exactly where they were on the duplicate.

I let out a low whistle as I circled the illusionary Amelia. It didn't react as I examined the folds of the shirt it wore. They cascaded perfectly as if she was really there. “That still seems useful.” I reached out to touch her chest, but my hand passed right through it, my skin not feeling anything as I pilled my hand out again. “Sounds like a good way to distract someone,” I remarked, turning to her.

Amelia nodded again as she gestured at the image. “I can even make it run around.” The Mirage Amelia suddenly bolted to the side, passing through tables and chairs as it ran around the barn. “Even some crazy gymnastics.” The mirage suddenly stopped and began doing flips, jumping from one table to another. I felt uneasy as I watched it, as if something was absent that should have been there. “It doesn't even need to obey the laws of physics.” The image suddenly jumped up and began flying around the barn, Superman-style. “I can even make someone else.” The mirage suddenly did another flip and landed on the floor, straightening as it morphed from an image of Amelia to me.

I walked over and circled this new image of me, a thin layer of hair creeping down my neck and eyes uncomfortably swapped from what I was used to seeing. Even my glasses were cracked correctly. I rubbed my neck as I stared at the facade, further disturbed by the clarity at which I now saw my face. “Definitely useful for a distraction. It's a perfect replica.”

Amelia nodded as she gestured at the image again. “Almost perfect.” My image suddenly opened its mouth and adopted an angry expression. I waited for it to say something before I noticed the vibrating throat and realized it was meant to be shouting. I bent slightly and saw the moving uvula at the back of my throat, moving violently in the nonexistent bellow. “It can't make a peep,” Amelia explained as the image closed its mouth again. “It can be anything from your wildest imagination, but it can't speak.”

I nodded as my Mirage disappeared into thin air and I turned back to Amelia. “It's still useful,” I remarked, giving her a grin. “in the heat of the moment a small detail like silence from a running figure is easily missed.”

Amelia nodded as she stretched. “The book mentioned this is usually used in duality with a spell called Noise to make the effect more realistic, but I haven't found that one yet.”

I nodded as I looked down at the spellbook. “Either way I know what spell I'm going to learn today. Silence or not, making a Mirage seems useful.”

Amelia nodded as she let out a yawn. “I'll leave you to it then, building that press has left me a little worn out.”

I turned to her as she was about to round the car. “You finished the press already?” I asked curiously.

Amelia shook her head as she stopped in her tracks. “Just the apparatus.” She explained. “Shurkul is making the other components we need, the letters, the numbers, the frame, then we can finish building it.” I nodded as Amelia gestured again and let another Mirage materialize beside her, this one a wooden structure slightly taller than I was. It was a partially finished wooden archway with a wooden table beneath. A long recess running perpendicular to the arch was carved into the wooden platform. “That's what it looks like right now. We still need these pieces.” The Mirage suddenly morphed and grew grey parts that completed the basic press. Another board also materialized, opening up to reveal dozens of compartments with innumerable pieces of metal of various sizes and embossed with every letter of the alphabet. I nodded as Amelia let the spell dissipate and continued walking. “Goodnight.” She yawned, casting her glowing orb as she got ready in the shadow behind the car. I nodded as I turned and sat down in the chair drawing my orb lower so that I could read the text on the page.



The sun barely broke through the trees overhead, casting a mesh of light onto the ground. I trudged through the forest as I scanned the foliage for my target, moving away from the latest patch of plants, as I gave some thought to my immediate future. “At the rate, I'm going, I'm learning one spell every night. That's over three-hundred spells per year, assuming I don't forget about any of them. Once I find a viable source of sap I could triple that. Once I learn how to cast enough I might have enough of a feel to accurately gauge the powers and limits of magic. Though that's assuming I don't spot an obvious workaround that allows me to stretch that limit immensely. I also have a week or so before the branding ceremony. There, I can further cement myself as someone to trust. Maybe I should give a small speech beforehand. Though it doesn't feel quite right to have my chest branded, especially not with something so innocent and fragile. Then, of course, there are the other tribes to consider. I'll have to figure out how to get them to cooperate, a weapon is the best option. I can kill two birds with one stone by making a weapon against Almar and offering the knowledge of it as an incentive to the others. Plus, if I want to move quickly I'll need as much time as I can get to design and perfect said weapon. Knowing engineering the first twenty, no hundred, or so models will fail before I find the perfect balance. Assuming I'm efficient, I can improve on a failed model and make a new one once a week, making it take about two years before it's finally ready to march on Adympia. I should try to start slow at the first Festival, mayb-” Snap

I turned sharply as I heard a branch break behind me. I felt my heart pounding in my chest again as I was now on high alert. I began to feel uneasy as I scanned the trees for something, anything, that could be a threat. The forest stared back silently as I practically scrambled in place, unphased by my panic. I let out a low growl as I realized it was nothing and forced myself to turn around, continuing to march through the woods. “Not going to let a fucking branch slow me the fuck down.” I walked for a few minutes, ignoring the fear coursing through my veins. I clenched and unclenched my fist as I tried to take my mind off this unusual panic. “Come on now. You can’t be this worked up over a forest. It’s not even the usual creepy forest. Just birds and sunlight and lift in these woods.” A second Snap sounded behind me, but I kept walking, stomping deeper into the forest. I would not be deterred by my illogical panic. This was nothing like my usual fear. This feeling was just off. It was without a prompt, target, or ready attack plan. This was just blind fear and Rodriguezes don’t do blind fear.

I turned around angrily as a third SNAP, like a broken tree, echoed around the woods. Now I was certain something was up. “Alright, no way is that something small.” Against my better judgment, I shouted out, likely drawing the attention of the entire forest. “Who The Fuck Goes There?” I reached over and pulled out my sword, scanning the mesh of trees around me. I saw no form of movement, save for the sway of shadows. The forest was unusually quiet now as if even the birds were forbidden from making a noise. I gritted my teeth and raised my weapon bearing arm as I scanned my surroundings again.  “I Have A Fucking Sword And I Ain't Afraid To Use It!” I turned in place as I felt the adrenaline coursing through my veins, the panic growing without a reason and without a ceiling. “No Fucking Way Is This Not A Person. No Fucking Way Is This Not Someone Fucking With Me.” I gestured angrily and summoned a small flame into my hand. “Fucking Show Yourself, Coward!” I bellowed, daring the perpetrator to reveal themselves. I continued to scan the forest as my heart pounded in my ears. I panted angrily as I suddenly spotted a shadow of movement in the corner of my eye. “Get The Fuck Out Here!” I roared, throwing the fireball. It sailed past the trees and exploded on the forest floor, causing the bramble to catch fire. Another drift of movement and I immediately turned to chuck another flaming ball, determined to smoke out whoever was following me. “I Can Do This All Day!” I shouted, lighting more of the ground on fire.

I kept turning and throwing more fireballs as the flames around me continued to grow. “I Will Burn Everything Down As Long As You Are One Of Them!” I roared, at least trying to drive away whoever was following me. I continued lobbing spell after spell as my anger grew larger and larger. The flames were starting to spread, creeping up the trees and turning the world around me into a blazing inferno. I panted as I continued looking around, feeling a sense of déjà vu as I searched for my opponent. “You Can't Hide Forever!” I bellowed, winding up for another toss. “I Will Find You And Then I Will-”

I stopped as a soft disembodied voice finally replied. “I would appreciate it if you refrained from throwing that.” I froze as my heart continued to sound in my ears. I turned to a nearby tree, the only one not ablaze from my assault on the forest. No matter how close the flames grew, the tree stood strong and unburned. “Either I've gone completely crazy or that tree just spoke to me.”

I shook my head as I banished the thought. Trees couldn’t talk. They were pieces of wood, a hard exterior with a living interior that provided nutrients. They had no method of speaking or understanding language. I turned again as I tried to identify the voice, both its origin and intent. “Where The Fuck Are You?” I asked angrily. “I Don’t Like Being Toyed With!”

The voice scoffed angrily, undeterred by the flames around it. “Nowhere near you, thankfully, but your little tantrum may grow to be a nuisance. A cleanse is always welcome, but the time is not right for one. So, I would appreciate it if you refrained from spreading your fire any further.”

I raised my arm higher. “That Doesn't Fucking Answer My Question!” I spat, unsatisfied by her response. “Where The Fuck Are You? Why The Fuck Have Been Following Me?”

The voice let out a sigh as I stood there. “I have not been following you. You have strayed into my domain and wandered over my defenses. In all honesty, I did not expect such a severe reaction from some plant particles.”

I lowered my hand as I continued to search the forest. “You Make It Sound Like You've Been Experimenting. Do You Treat Everyone Like Your Guinea Pig? That’s A Quick Way To Get On People’s Bad Side!”

The voice didn't reply for a minute. “I do not know what a Guinea Pig is.” It admitted. “However, I have not been ‘experimenting', merely ensured that those that would wish harm upon me are dissuaded from approaching. Surely a creature such as yourself knows the importance of personal safety.”

I continued to turn as I thought about her words. Something about them itched me the wrong way. “You Say That Like You Have Enemies,” I countered.”Enemies That They May Have A Reason To Fear You. If They Have Reason To Fear You, Then You Must Be Some Kind Of Threat.”

The voice sigh, just as a gentle breeze blew through the trees, diminishing the flames for a moment. “For what reason does a deer have to fear a wolf?” She asked. “It is merely the way of things. The wolf has no personal qualm against the deer, just as the deer has not wronged the wolf.”

I scoffed as I turned again, trying to find the source of the voice. “I'm Pretty Sure Wolves Eat Deer,” I responded, giving context to her musings. “Doesn't Exactly Make Things Better.” I continued to search the crackling fire as the voice remained quiet for a moment.

There was a loud cracking and I turned sharply to it, expecting the source of the voice, but all I saw was a fallen branch, scorched by the flames below. The voice echoed through the forest again as the flames I created reached higher. “Before we continue, would you mind if I extinguish your fire? I know a cleansing is needed soon, but I have not taken the necessary steps to direct it. I do not wish this chaos to spread further.”

I paused as I looked around and considered, my heart still telling me to panic. If I allowed her, I might have been able to finally tell where the voice was coming from. “If you really need to,” I replied in a calmer tone, shrugging slightly. There was a pause, then a freezing cold gust of wind blew through the forest, pushing me slightly and making me stagger. I quickly turned to the origin of the wind as the flames were suffocated and snuffed out. I raised my sword again, putting it between me and the source of the wind. I peered carefully into the wind as I tried to find its origin, but I could see nothing but swaying branches and drifting shadows.

After the flames were extinguished the voice let out a sigh, as if out of boredom. “Now then, why are you here?” It asked, unphased by my scrutinizing gaze. “Why have you trespassed and attempted to set my forest alight? Surely a creature such as yourself, capable of magic, is without purpose. Come to think of it, you must be the one that wandered near the other day.”

I took a few breaths as I forced myself to stay calm, looking around warily at the still smoldering woods. They seemed to stare back as I finally replied. “I never intended to trespass, let alone set the forest on fire. I merely came here to search for something, something that can help me in my endeavors.”

The voice sighed again as I continued searching. “You did not think to avoid this place?” It asked. “Surely your feeling of unease would dissuade you from coming again.”

I gritted my teeth as I squinted to try and find the source of that voice. “What can I say? I’ve never been one to back down. I wasn’t about to give up because of a bad vibe”

The voice hesitated again, leaving the forest to stare silently at me. “You did not think of my defenses as a warning?” It finally asked. “Surely an unseen obstacle such as this would indicate a wish for isolation. An invisible obstacle is far from conquerable.”

I swallowed angrily as I directed my eyes forward, resigned to the fact that the voice was coming from something out of my line of sight. “That doesn’t change my needs. Nor does it alter my goals. It doesn't matter how many obstacles I have to overcome, I will find that sap.”

There was another pause as the voice seemed to think. “Whatever mystical herb you seek is unlikely to grow here. The ones with truly magical properties grow north, in the mountains. A novice such as yourself ought to have read up on where they grow instead of wandering the forest without direction or idea.”

I shook my head as I continued to scan the forest. “I'm not searching for a magical ingredient. Hell, they don't even know about the substance I'm trying to make. I'm just trying to find an adequate source so that I can bring justice to a terrible wrong.”

The voice paused again. “You do not speak as if you belong here. Are you foreign to this land? Perhaps from one of the other tribes, or even the elven kingdom?”

I shook my head again, feeling of unease still present. “Admittedly neither. I came through a Banestorm.”

The voice let out a gasp and grew louder, an air of intrigue now present. “An outsider?” It asked curiously. “From a land beyond this? With magic of untold power?”

I hesitated at the sudden interest then nodded. “You might consider it magic, but where I come it’s pure science. None of this mystical or mysterious bullshit. Now stop hiding and come out so I can see how well this sword cuts you!” The voice remained silent as if displeased with my response. I sighed annoyedly at the voice before speaking again. “Yes, I was torn from my own home. Since then, I’ve had to endure countless hours of training and a godforsaken troll to be given this modicum of freedom. An innocent girl lost her life because I wasn’t fast enough to save her. Not only that, but I find out the country that caused her death is rife with injustice and slavery and I’m not one to stand for it. I intend to set things right. To do that I need a substance, a particular sap that I've spent the last three days searching for.” The voice was silent again, leaving me alone with the deadly gaze of the forest. I sighed again before rubbing my head annoyedly. “I’m sorry if I upset you. I’m just on edge and talking to a disembodied voice is Unnerving with a capital U.

The voice paused again. “You truly require this substance?” It finally asked. “You foresee no alternative?”

I nodded as I gazed in towards the source of the wind. “I swore to do something, and I intend to do it. There are bad people out there and so long as they’re out there I intend to stop them.” I waited for the voice to reply, but it remained silent. I took a step forward, towards where the wind had come from. If the spell had come from there then that’s where the voice would be.

I jumped back as the voice suddenly sounded just to my left. “Are you certain your substance can be found here?” It asked. I jumped in shock, falling on the ground as I instinctively scrambled back, pointing the sword at the mysterious figure. I sat there panting as I took in the sight before me. It was a woman, brown hair a tangled mess, with twigs and leaves protruding from the frizzy blanket of hair that fell down her back. Her pale skin highlighted the stark green eyes that stared calmly at my scrambling form. I directed my attention downward as I noticed she was extremely underdressed for the environment we were in; ample breasts exposed to the cold air, her light brown nipples seeming unaffected by the chill. I forced my eyes back up as I looked further south and notice the mat of hair on her head was the only trace on her entire body. My heart no longer pounded in fear. The woman repeated her question, taking a step towards me. Her voice seemed to drip with sweetness as if honey flowed from her lips. “Are you certain you can find the substance here?” She asked.

I swallowed as I felt my hands shake slightly. “I-I know where it comes from in my world and I k-know it's in other plants. So, t-the only thing I need is t-to find those other plants h-here.”

The woman tilted her head as she stared at me. “You seem uneasy; is something the matter?”

I swallowed again as I pointed my sword down slightly. “Y-you are completely naked,” I explained then grinned at the absurdity of the situation I was in. “Haha. I am cowering in front of a naked woman in the middle of a god damn forest. If I didn't know any better, I'd say the orcs slipped be something and this entire day has been one bad trip.”

The woman tilted her head the other way. “You are uncomfortable?” She asked.

I hesitated for a moment, no longer finding absurdity in the situation. “I've just found a naked woman in a fucking forest. Most of the time I'd say the woman was dangerous or-or being used as bait for some dangerous people. So, you'll have to excuse me if I'm not the most relaxed person right now.”

The woman looked down at herself, then at my still burning palm. “If I change into something more . . . appropriate, would you promise to not use more of your fire?”

I glanced down at the flickering flame then looked back up at her as I nodded. “That sounds reasonable,” I replied. The woman nodded and brought her hands to the sides of her head as she closed her eyes. I looked down and clenched my fist, smothering the flame as I stood. I kept my sword trained on the woman as I watched something completely unexpected happen. Branch-like protrusions sprouted from her back and wrapped around her torso, growing leaves to cover her private areas. I watched in amazement as she went from completely naked to clothed with a short dress made of leaves in a matter of minutes.

Once she was done she opened her eyes and grinned at me. “Better?” She asked sweetly. I nodded as I gazed at the dress. It was composed of brown oak leaves that formed a downward spiraling pattern. The leaves stopped just short of her knees, leaving her legs, arms, and shoulder still exposed to the cool forest air. I finally lowered my sword slightly as I realize how short she was, barely five feet tall.

I gripped the piece of metal tighter as the woman stepped forward again, reminding me of how uneasy I still felt. “You mentioned defenses,” I asked hesitantly, forcing myself to meet her gaze. “Is there a particular medium these defenses use?” The woman nodded as she stepped closer and reached up. I instinctively took a step back and readied my sword again.

 The woman let out a gentle sigh as she gave me a look of exasperation. “I cannot remove the effects if I cannot touch you.” She explained. “Even if it is just for a moment, you must trust me.” I stood there, sword still at the ready, as I considered the offer. “The levels of insanity this day has reached are astronomical. I'm talking to God knows what in the middle of a god damn forest. For all I know, she could be one of those entrapping entities that just wait for the opportune moment. Then again, she didn't seem eager to get me deeper, more like exasperated with my incompetence. Plus, this feeling is definitely something that would send people away, not deeper into the forest. It also sounds like she knows a bit about plants, maybe she really can help me.” I hesitated for another moment, then lowered my sword slightly. The woman grinned as she stepped forward again and reached up. I complied by lowering my head slightly and allowing her to grip the sides. I watched as she closed her eyes and let out a low hum. I felt an odd sensation permeate my chest as my heart finally slowed and I felt myself relax again. The woman grinned as she let go and took a step back. “There we go, all done. How do you feel?”

I raised my hand and flexed my fingers experimentally, my mind felt more focused that had been a short while ago.  “Better, thank you,” I replied. “What was that?”

The woman shrugged as she grinned. I only now realized she seemed more approachable over her little ritual. “I have found a great many plants create a feeling of unease when inhaled. I merely willed most plants in my land to excrete this substance in conjuncture with their pollen.”

I let out a huh of intrigue as I glanced around. I couldn’t see any such plants, but I also had no reason to doubt her words. “You can do that?” I asked curiously, turning back to her.

The woman nodded then turned as she gestured for me to follow.  “A simple matter for the likes of I. Now come; we must discuss your quest further.” She began walking through the woods again, past the scorched trees and plants.

I followed hesitantly as I sheathed my sword. “We can’t talk here?” I asked as I started hiking again.

The woman shook her head, causing a few stray leaves to fall from her hair. “Your fire created virile ground, but the fumes of dead plants are not pleasant for me to inhale. I may be isolated, but I cannot shake my nature.”

I looked down as I stepped over one of the burned bushes, noticing the pile of ash it had become. “I’m guessing I should apologize for that?” I asked, looking back at the woman.

She shook her head as she gestured dismissively. “Worry not. It al part of the cycle. Plus, it only gives me an excuse to play host to an outsider such as yourself.” I swallowed nervously as I glanced behind me, seeing just how much destruction my display had wrought. The trees were blackened and the underbrush was utterly destroyed, likely eliminating any plant in the path of my fire. I turned back as I reminded myself of crucial detail. “Don’t worry too much. Worst comes to worst, you just start making fires again and burn down everything in your path as you flee. She looks plant-based so while the sword might not do anything, a good fire should take care of her.” I sigh as I brought a hand behind my back, ready to start the spell. “Just wait and see how it plays out. With magic, there’s always an exit strategy.” 

We walked for half an hour, the plants around us gradually shifted from the dull winter-green to a more vibrant and warm green. Even the air around me seemed to heat up as we walked. The woman's hair did a similar shift, going from the soft brown to a bright green, as we neared our destination. I glanced back and forth as I tried to find an indication of a trap or some malicious action, but I only saw more woods. Finally, she turned to me as she gestured forward. “Welcome, to my world.” She said softly. I looked up and saw a strange sight. An archway of wood sitting on a small mound in the middle of a clearing. I gave the woman a curious look as I gestured at the archway. This is where you wanted to talk?” I asked.

The woman shook her head as she pointed at the archway. “The destination is within.” She explained. “Come; I promise you will not regret it.” With that, she stepped forward and approached the archway. I followed her at a distance as I eyed the sight warily. I felt like it was surely a trap and any moment I would need to fend for my life. I was about to ask the woman what she meant by inside when she stepped through the archway and just vanished. I blinked in surprise and hesitated as I looked around. Had I imagined the woman? Was this really a trap? Did the orcs do something with my food? Suddenly, The archway shimmered and the woman’s arm emerged from it, detached from anything. It beckoned me forward before disappearing again. I hesitated for another moment before letting out a sigh. “Fire is always an option.” I reminded myself. With that, I gripped the hilt of my sword and stepped through the archway.

I gazed in amazement as the world shimmered and changed, turning into a display of paradise. Around me radiated heat and warmth and growth. The field before me was clear, only interrupted by animals, both predator, and prey alike, as they grazed on the plants around them. I saw bears, deers, wolves boars, even small badger creatures. I looked upward as the archway receded to show a massive canopy of bright green branches. I watched as birds flitted through the trees, twittering as they gave chase to one another. I looked forward as I saw a massive tree, unlike any I'd seen before, its branches making up the epicenter of the canopy and bathing the floor below in a warm light. The tree sat upon a small earthen growth, rocks of various sizes sticking out from between its thick roots.

I stepped forward and continued to look around in amazement. “Holy fuck.” I gasped. “This is amazing. What is this place? I've never seen anything like it.”

The woman gestured about as she strode forward, towards the tree. “This is my domain.” She explained. “That archway you entered allows you to see my home for what it is. If you were to walk around that structure, you would only see an empty field.” She grinned as she turned to me, her smile giving off a soothing aura. “Naturally I would see the truth of the field anyway, but visitors require a veil to properly see the majesty that is my home.”

I nodded as I looked about, enthralled by the peaceful sight before me. “I can’t believe this is real.” I gasped.

The woman nodded as she turned and continued to lead me towards the towering tree in the center. “The orcs I do not allow to approach my home unabated, but you, outsider, interest me. I couldn't tell from afar, but you have a certain scent about you. The orcs are covered in smells of the furs they don, the food they eat. Some of the more foreign ones are, by far, the most interesting; bathed in scents that are not at all of my forests. Yet, you have the most unique one of all.” She stopped and turned to me as she arrived at the base of the mound. “You smell of plants and animals and things I cannot fathom. Of materials that I have never encountered and processed this world has never seen before. You and your source intrigue me and that is why I have decided to help. If you truly require this substance I would be glad to assist you, provided that you offer something to me.”

I stepped beside her as I looked up at the tree, branches swaying in the wind. I turned to her as a thought occurred to me. “You call this your forest. Can you elaborate? What exactly are you?”

The woman shrugged as she affectionately stroked one of the protruding rocks. “I am of the forest, and the forest is of me. I was born of its energy and I protect it from those that might want the destruction of it, at least that is what most have told me. Though, I suppose that does not answer your question.” The woman suddenly grinned as she turned to me, the light growing brighter as if to bathe me and her in its warmth. “I am a Dryad, a spirit of the forest that is meant to protect its creatures. I am its master and it is my humble servant. If you merely ask, I can create what you seek.”

I nodded as I looked up at the tree again, recalling the scant few myths I heard about dryads. “Of fucking course there are Dryads. Next thing I know, vampires will be a thing too. . . . I just jinxed myself, didn't I?” I shook my head and focused on the present as I mimicked the Dryad’s action and placed a hand on one of the stones within the mound. “So, you come from this tree?” I asked curiously, recalling a lot of myths about those.

The woman nodded as she looked up again, admiring what must have been her work. “A sizable pine when I possessed it decades ago. My magic has sustained and grown it ever since.” 
She suddenly gestured dismissively and the light grew dimmer again, bringing focus rather than intensity. She turned to me with that same air of intrigue she had when she first appeared beside me.  “But enough about me, I am curious about this substance you require. Does it come from the plants or the animals?”

I hesitated for a moment, unsure about the woman again, then gestured towards the trees surrounding us. “It's from one of the plants,” I replied, again recalling what I’d read about the sap. “It doesn't matter which, as long as it's the right kind of sap; something with the right protein structure and whatnot. With it, I can refine it to something useful. If you’re really part of this forest, I'd really appreciate it if you could help me find the sap.”

The Dryad nodded as she glanced at the surrounding animals, the intrigue turning into deep thought. “And what can you offer in exchange for my help?” She asked, turning to me. “Surely you don’t expect my aid to be free.”

I hesitated for a moment before sighing as I considered the question. “Of course it’s not that simple.” I chastised myself. “Of course she wants something in exchange. Then again, it might be worth it to get help from her. It might take me months to gather enough sap from one batch, but if she can just make it straight up, that’ll push the timeline forward at least three months. The only question is what a Dryad would need from me. Hmmm.” I finally shrugged as I turned to her, the first answer springing to mind after a moment. “I can probably show you how to make fertilizer,” I replied. “It could help you grow the forest and give a more efficient use to some of the resources you have.” The dryad paused for a moment, thinking. Then she sighed as she looked at the animals again. This time she let out a light whistle, causing a nearby deer to perk its head and begin walking forward. Its bony antlers bobbed in time with its head as it approached. I realize she called it with that whistle and felt my hand drift for my blade once more. Despite the danger, I grinned as it stopped in front of her and bowed.

She turned to me as she gestured at it. “You may pet it if you want.” She said encouragingly. “It will not harm you.”

I hesitated for a moment then nodded as I reached out and stroked its muzzle. The creature let out a satisfied sigh as it pushed into my hand, relaxing me as its ease translated to my won. “It's a magnificent animal,” I remarked, feeling a sense of relief.

The dryad nodded, watching the two of us carefully.  “It is.” She replied. “It truly is.” I suddenly flinched as a loud SHTHUNK echoed around the field and the deer let out a faint cry, freezing in place then slumping forward. I looked down in shock and pulled my hand away as I stared at the woody protrusion now sticking out of the mount and into the deer, piercing its heart. It let out another faint cry before the branch fucking moved and began sprouting smaller growths, turning into branches of their own and wrapping the deer in a deadly hug. I stared in horror as I watched the branches contort and break the skeleton of the creature and begin dragging it towards the mound. The sounds of breaking bone were clear as the muscles spasmed. Splintered bones began protruding from the animal's skin as the life drained from its eyes.

I instinctively raised my hands in horror as the limb reached the mound and began dragging the balled-up creature further within, contorting the skeleton further and even snapping off one of the antlers as the creature finally disappeared into the hill, soil moving on its own and sealing the hole that the root from hell had made. “SO THAT'S A FUCKING THING!” I thought loudly to myself. I turned to stare at the Dryad, still utterly shocked at the events that transpired. She looked back at me with a satisfied grin. “That is what I do when I grow low on food. With what I have sustaining the creatures here, they will not hesitate to come forth and offer themselves to my roots.” I turned to the field as I realized none of the other creatures so much as moved, choosing instead to graze on the grass growing from the ground below. I swallowed hard as I felt my leg begin to shake. “If I ever want an example, to any of those that wish harm to me, I merely display them on one of the trees around me.” The Dryad continued as she pointed. I turned to see a whole human skeleton embedded into a nearby tree, pilgrim-esque hat still attached to its head as it seemed to grow from the wood itself. The Dryad spoke one last chilling line before I dared turn back to her. “So, what can you offer in exchange for my help?” I let out a shuddering sigh as I cast my mind about and came up empty.
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I closed my eyes as I forced myself to take calming breaths. “It's okay. It's fine. She has no reason to kill you. For all you know she finds the act abhorrent. Did I Miss The Fucking Skeleton In The Tree? She Would Give No Hesitation Putting Me Up There If Given A Good Reason! I Need To Get The Fuck Out Of Here! Fuck The Autoclave! That's far from necessary. I just need to think calmly and talk my way out, no reason for panic over something that might not happen. What If That Thing Is Being Eaten By A Fucking Tree? I Need To- SHUT UP!” I forced my eyes open as I looked at the Dryad and let out another subdued sigh. “Confront the situation now, react appropriately. Panic can come when the coming events are more apparent.” I swallowed nervously before daring to speak. “S-so,” I stammered. “I s-suppose you have food covered.”

The dryad nodded as she looked back at the animals. “I feed them, and they feed me. It is a true state of nature. Nothing like what the others tried to teach me. They tried to teach me a compliant subservient version of nature. One where I fool myself into thinking harmony is possible or a permanent state.” She scowled as she stared at the creatures. “They look down upon the people beyond their forests, blaming every wrong on them. In truth, you are simply more efficient at creating and surviving off the chaos of nature. It is what I admire about you as creatures.” She turned back and grinned at me. “You can thrive in a foreign land despite inadequate preparations and little to no knowledge of the lands and forests around you. All that after months of minimal food and water, having barely enough to survive when you make landfall. Just thinking about having to overcome such adversity excites me. To be dropped in a location completely out of my league and fighting to my last breath to survive. I only wish I could travel far enough to experience such a conflict.” She immediately frowned and stared off. “Despite my powers, I cannot stray too far. And anyone that stood a chance of threatening me either died off or grew too weak to harm me. Ever since I've just been stuck here, waiting for something worthwhile to do.”

I tilted my head and stared at her in confusion as she finally finished her monologue. “You don't talk to people often, do you?” I asked hesitantly, previous fears now greatly diminished.

She pursed her lips as she continued to look off and began rubbing the back of her neck. “You might find it difficult to believe, but it is lonesome out here. The animals are far from stimulating and those that are worth speaking to do not often stray into my path. It is comforting to have someone to speak to after so long.”

I turned and looked at the tree line. “What does that say about your defenses?” I asked curiously, fear now replaced by curiosity. “If you're that lonely, why have something like that?”

She shook her head as she turned to me. “It was not meant to cause panic. It was meant for me to track and even cause unease within. Extended over hours the unease makes one slightly more susceptible to suggestions, but your reaction was most unexpected. You were on the very edge of my influenced plants yet had reacted to a severe degree. The only reason I had noticed you were the flames you began producing.” She shook her head as she turned back to me. “In any case, I cannot simply remove my defenses lest I expose myself to those that wish harm on me. It may grow tedious to wait, but it is better than being overrun by potential foes.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the tree line again, searching for other ‘displays' sticking from the bark. I didn't notice any. “In a world like this, I guess it's better to be safe than sorry,” I remarked as I turned to her.

She nodded as she reached out and tugged on my shirt a bit, rubbing the fabric with her thumbs and not meeting my gaze. “I have never felt a material like this.” She remarked, quickly changing the subject. “It is so soft. I'd dare say one could sleep upon it.”

I nodded as I reached up and pinched another section of the shirt. “To you people it probably is. But back home, it's one of the rougher material we make. It's not even entirely cotton.”

She looked up at me quizzically as she continued to rub my shirt. “Cotton?” She asked curiously.

I nodded as I gestured towards the tree line. “It's a plant we grow. We harvest the filaments it makes and then weave them to make the fabrics we wear. You could probably find similar plants scattered about your forest.”

She nodded as she brought the fabric to her nose and sniffed. “I thought I smelled something familiar. Though I do not recognize the other materials within.”

I nodded as I glanced around. “The others I'm not sure about, but I could probably look into it. It's somewhere on my list anyway. Though polyester would probably take a ton of chemical engineering to make.”

She nodded as she finally let go and glanced around. “In any case. You still require a proper exchange for my help. I hear a proper exchange is paramount among you outsiders. Do you have something worth my services?” My face went slack as I realized I still had to think of something to offer. I turned and cupped my chin as I thought back on her words. “She doesn't seem as threatening now. My heart is still running a marathon, but it's manageable. The deer thing was fucking terrifying, but at the same time it's not much different from hunting the animal; she just does it quickly. Food isn't an issue for her, so I need something that she desperately wants, not needs. She also seems to know a bit about the events on earth. I got to admit, having her praise humans like that is pretty damn flattering. It's almost like-” I looked up and blinked as something finally dawned on me. “How does she know about events on earth?”

I turned to her as I dropped my hand again. “How do you know about what humans have done?” I asked curiously. “From the sound of it, you're describing when the pilgrims first landed in America. To any human it's common knowledge, but how did you find out about it?”

She nodded as she walked over to the mound and gestured her hands apart. Another hole opened in the mound and she reached into the opening, pulling out an old leather-bound book. She brought it back and handed it to me. “From this.” She explained. I took the rough leather tome and carefully opened it. A tight-knit array of statements and sentences greeted me along with a small stick, end whittled to a point and burned slightly. “It is the journal of the outsider that had threatened me long ago.” She continued, pointing at the skeleton again. “It was on his person when I tracked him down and ended his fiery campaign against my forest. I must admit I am almost regretting ending him there. Originally, he seemed admirable in his notes, but it was quickly overshadowed by paranoia and panic when he entered this world. He even called the orcs green savages and me a wood witch. It would appear that not everyone has the mental fortitude to make the journey through a Banestorm.” I nodded as I flipped through the book, catching glimpses of these descriptions near the end. Witch storm, demonic forest, forsaken The lines near the back were jumbled and rough, while the earlier pages held neat lines of text that even children could read. Voyage, sunrise, landfall

I let out an intrigue hmm as I closed the book and handed it back to her, glancing at the skeleton with new insight. “I guess that gives me a good timescale for when he was here. Which means you're a lot older than the tree over there.”

The Dryad nodded as she tossed the book towards the mound. Another tentacle-like root shot out from the hole and snatched the book from the air, dragging the journal back in and causing the hole to disappear again. “However old you assume I am, I assure you I am many centuries older. It is the one advantage of my powers. I do not easily die. Though, as a consequence, I am running low on activities to occupy myself. It becomes dreadfully boring out here.” I nodded as I glanced at the animals. “And like she said earlier. The animals aren't much for entertainment. She could probably have them battle each other, but I'd imagine that gets old too. She could always fight them herself, but again that would get old. She would probably one shot each of them anyway, even without her ro-”

I blinked again as an idea dawned on me. I turned to her as a grin began spreading across my face. “I could fight you for it.” I supplied gleefully.

She tilted her head as she stared at me. “You expect to force me to help you?” She asked.

I chuckled and shook my head as I gestured dismissively. “Not like that. I mean as entertainment. One on one sparring in exchange for your help.”

The Dryad crossed her arms and continued to stare at me. “And you expect to be able to entertain me this way?” She asked skeptically. “There are many animals here that could provide a bigger challenge. Why would your conflict be more desirable?”

I continued to grin as I gestured towards the animals. “Well for one, humans aren’t like the average animal. I can offer something they can't.” The dryad stared at me with continued curiosity as I explained. “For one a returning challenge; the animals will eventually become boring and you'll kill them, or they'll die of their own volition. For another, I’m an improving challenge. The animals are basically one-trick ponies while I can adapt to just about any challenge. They might offer a bigger threat now, but this is their maximum potential. Meanwhile, I'm only beginning to delve into mine. Who knows, in a year you might actually have to struggle in a fight with me.”

The dryad hesitated for a moment then grinned and let out an amused huff of air. “Only an outsider can make a threat sound enticing.” She laughed. She then paused to consider the offer for a minute, pursing her lips intriguingly. “Very well. Since you are so set on obtaining this substance, I suppose such an exchange is worth my time. Though I do insist on . . . sampling the goods, as it were. If at least to gauge how much higher you might be able to climb.”

I hesitated for a moment then nodded as I let the straps slip from my shoulder and my backpack fall to the ground. A dull thump echoed around the glade as I reached down and began undoing the strap holding my sword to my waist. I looked around as I let the sheathed blade fall beside my bag. “I'm game if you are. So, where should we do this? The grass is nice, but it's going to get trampled if we do it here.”

The dryad nodded as she gestured at the ground, causing the green blades to recede and reveal the earth below, forming a circle of tamped soil in front of me. In another gesture, the earth hardened and grew dry, a perfect miniature arena for any brawl. “I would not concern myself. Here I can control the plants at will. Anything that is destroyed or damaged can easily be fixed.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh and began stretching. “You won't be disappointed. Well, for this first one you might be. I've only been here a month and I haven't exactly used all that time wisely. At best I've improved my reflexes and learned a few techniques, none of which are for hand to hand combat.”

The dryad gave me a curious look and pointed at the scabbard as I stepped into the circle, removing my glasses and tossing them onto my backpack. “You do not wish to use your weapon?” She asked curiously.

I shook my head as I thought about using the sword on her. The image of it slicing through her arm was both gruesome and unwanted. “I don't want to hurt you. I don't have fine enough control over the sword for that. I probably can't kill you, but I don't want to maim you.”

The dryad let out a huff of air as she stepped into the circle. “You speak as if such a thing is possible. That sword has as good a chance at hurting me as a fly does hurting a bear.”

I shrugged as I cracked my knuckles.“Flies can carry diseases.” I remarked, recalling all the lessons I’d learned on microbes over the years. “The wrong bug in their system can cripple or even kill a bear. Besides, you should think of this as leveling the playing field. No weapons for me, no tentacle roots for you, and no magic for either of us; just you, me, and our fists.” I crouched into a fighting stance as I stared intently at her, mimicking the stances I’d seen wrestlers take before. A grin crept onto my face as I ran through the innumerable outcomes the fight could carry. “What do you say? Is this something worth your time?”

The Dryad let out a short laugh as she adopted her own stance, standing straight and tall and directing her open palm before her like a blade. It reminded me of a martial arts stance I saw in a movie once. “And here I thought it was not possible to make this more interesting. Suit yourself, let us see what you are currently capable of.” I grinned as we had a short standoff, each of us staring intently at each other. Finally, she made the first move and charged forward, closing the gap between us at impossible speeds. I had barely enough time to dodge her arm as it whizzed past my face. Her fingers clipped my cheek as I instinctively brought my fist forward to collide with her torso. I missed entirely as she changed direction and dodged, stepping to my side to strike again. She lifted her leg and brought it slamming into my torso, causing me to tense up and stagger back.

I felt the adrenaline coursing through me as I turned to kick her myself, aiming for her head. I came up short and ended up trying to collide with her torso. She reacted fast enough to catch my limb and halt my blow. She then twisted my leg, hard, causing me to spin in place and face away for her. I retorted by continuing my angular momentum and jumping, bringing my foot up to grab her arm between my legs and throw both of us to the ground. I tried to sit up and pull her into an arm lock, but she reacted faster, twisting herself and spinning me around so that I was face down in the dirt. She quickly continued by turning and sitting on my back, pulling my leg up and causing me to grunt in pain as she pulled at my muscle. I tried to push against her, but soon realized she was much stronger than she looked. I couldn't overcome her hold. So instead, I pushed down on the ground, hard, causing me to straighten onto my knees and then fall back onto her. I heard a muffled grunt as we landed in the dirt again. She began scrambling to get up and I turned to catch her in a bear hug. She evaded my reach and stood, turning to strike my prostrate form. I quickly rolled out of the way and jumped to my own feet as her foot slammed into the dirt behind me, a sharp boom radiating from the point of impact.

I turned and threw my fist forward, intent on hitting her, but she simply turned and let my fist slip by. I drew back and tried again, and again, and again. Each time she managed to dodge my punch. I saw a grin creep across her face as we continued. My heart pounded in my ears as I tried to land a blow, anger slowly growing with each failed strike. Finally, I let my rage get the better of me and I dashed forward, swinging wildly. She immediately countered by sidestepping my wild charge, reaching up, and slamming her hand on the back of my neck. She then used some impossible strength to push me down face down into the dirt and pin me there. “I have to admit,” She panted, planting her knee on my back. “Despite these limitations, that was quite entertaining.” I tried to push up but was stopped as she pressed on my back harder, causing pain to radiate from my spine. “I would advise against that. It would mean you require more than this to finally give. Besides, you would find it most difficult to rise from this position.” I felt my arms begin to shake as I tried anyway. I was gaining no ground in lifting myself back up and she merely pushed down harder.

I finally let out a grunting sigh as I relaxed and collapsed into the dirt. “Shit,” I muttered. “I honestly wasn't quite expecting that. I was hoping you there'd be some sort of limit I could outpace or at least match for a while.”

The dryad let out a small laugh as she stood, releasing me from my prone position. I turned over as she offered her hand. I took it and she helped me up with even more surprising strength. “Thus far, nothing natural has managed to do that.” She replied. “However, you were quite entertaining for the time you lasted.” “That's what she said.”

I nodded and held back a grin as I dusted myself off. “So, you’ll help me?” I asked.

She nodded as she gestured at the ground, causing the grass to grow back, erasing all evidence of our scuffle. “You sufficiently entertained me. I think that deserves some type of reward. Come, describe your substance and we can search the forest for it.”

I nodded as I walked over to my pack and lifted it back onto my shoulders, donning my glasses as I did. “It's a white substance, a sap that apparently evolved as an adaptation to ward off herbivores. I read that it specifically discourages deers and other such creatures from eating them. You wouldn't happen to know where to find such a plant, would you?”

Surprisingly, she shook her head. “I may be one with the forest, but without knowing which specific substance you speak of, I can only guide you to plants that fit such a description. In truth, many plants fit that description. It could take a few days to find the one you are looking for. If I had a sample I could guide you directly to it; but since you are looking for it, I assume you do not possess such a thing.”

I picked up my sword and strapped it to my waist as I gave it some thought. “Not exactly, but I might have something that should be good enough.” I reached into my backpack and pulled out the rubber ball I'd packed in there. I gave it a few experimental squeezes as I handed it to her. “It's not exactly the substance I'm looking for, but it's a refined version of it. Maybe it could help you find it?”

She took the ball gingerly and examined the cracked surface. “Intriguing.” She muttered, gently squeezing the object. “It is a natural sap inexplicably mixed with earthen elements. It provides a good deal of yield. Yet returns to its original shape once I release it. Is this substance terribly common in your world?”

I nodded as I gestured around. “Let me put it this way; we make enough rubber to bury an entire forest in it. Hell, we sort of have an issue with having too much rubber. Cause once it's vulcanized it's vulcanized. There's not really a way to undo it as far as I know.”

The dryad nodded as she brought the ball to her nose and took a sniff. “This could work, though it may take some time t-” She suddenly stopped and turned towards the tree line. “Evidently, not that long. It would seem my forest is filled with plants with the sap you are looking for. Come, there is a large patch near the river close by. If you require this much I expect you will need to harvest more than a single plant.”

I nodded as she turned and began striding towards the tree line, squeezing the ball slightly as she went. “At least a pint should do for the moment,” I replied as I followed her. “I don’t have much use for anything more. Besides, I expect a few malformed prototypes before the final product is ready.”

The dryad nodded as we entered the tree line and emerged through the archway, not congruent with the place we’d entered before. “I cannot guarantee a substance at the moment,” she replied. “Any substance requires time to create and extract. However, I can at least find the plant be suited to produce the material you desire.”

I nodded as I continued following her through the forest, her hair dropping the occasional leaf as we went. We walked for several minutes as we left the warmth of her meadow. Her hair gradually returned to the brown I'd first seen her in. Her leafy dress did a similar shift from green to orange. After a few minutes of silent walking, a question came to mind. “I never actually got your name.” I voiced, striding quickly to walk beside her. The dryad kept her eyes focused forward as I continued. “Do dryads even have those? Or are you guys rare enough that names aren’t really a thing?”

The dryad was silent for a minute as she seemed to consider the question. She finally let out a sigh as she glanced at the ball in her hand. “I believe I had a name at one point, but it's been so long since I have spoken to one of my own I do not quite remember. Though I can recall it was related to the tree I inhabited.” The dryad suddenly shook her head and focused on the path before her again. “In any case, I do not wish to be known by their name anymore. Their influence still leaves an ill taste in my mouth.” She glanced at me for a moment before turning to the path once more. “I do not suppose you have a suggestion for such a name?”

I, myself, paused as I looked at her, her hair finally reaching the light brown mat it had once been. A sense of resemblance flared up within me as I remembered a familiar story back home. “That was a pine back there, right?” I asked curiously, glancing back the way we came. “The tree you possess, I mean.”

The dryad nodded as she hopped over a fallen log. “It was the most robust tree in the vicinity when I chose to inhabit it. “She explained. “I believe it was the best choice. Their natural age is already old. My magic allowed me to grow to great heights as well as extend the tree to a life best suited for me.”

I nodded as a soft chuckle escaped my lips before finally presenting the name.“Then I think a suitable name could be Mabel.”

The dryad stopped turned to me quizzically. “I do not possess a Maple tree.” She said, almost indignantly. “Why would I adopt such a name? It’s far from suitable for my standing and in no way accurate to the plant I possess.”

I chuckled again as shook my head and began emphasizing the syllables. “Not Ma-pel, Ma-bel,” I explained. “They sound almost alike, but I can guarantee there’s not Ma-bel  tree on the entire planet.”

The dryad gave me a curious look before asking for clarification. “How does this relate to the tree I possess?” She asked curiously.

I grinned as I rubbed the back of my head, recalling the child-like nature of the name suggestion. “It's related to some . . . advanced outsider knowledge. You might not get it, but if you ask the right outsider they might be able to understand.”

The dryad paused as she seemed to consider the name with newfound intrigue. After a moment, she finally sighed and reluctantly nodded. “I suppose that name is as good as any.” She admitted. “It is certainly better than any name my sisters expressed. Very well, Mabel it is.”

I grinned and nodded as I gestured for Mabel to continue towards the plant in question. “Lead the way.” I voiced.

Mabel nodded as she turned and continued leading me through the forest. After another few minutes of walking, she finally pointed towards the distance. “Over there, near the river.”

I looked out, expecting to see a few blooming flowers, but instead, all I saw was another field of dull green, cut by a trail of grey-blue. I turned to her as I pointed out. “Out in the field?” I asked.

Mabel nodded, pointing at a patch near the river bend. “They are not in bloom, but the sap still flows through them.” She explained. “It is not much at the moment, but given time a great deal can be drawn from them.”

I nodded as I turned and strode out of the tree line, followed by Mabel as I scanned the ground for the stalks. I finally spotted a tiny spout sticking just above the grass, green buds inert in the winter air. It was the budding plant of a Milkweed, a familiar plant in my own back yard. I crouched and stroked the plant, then crushed the bud in between my finger, staining my hand with a pale white fluid. I grinned as I stood and drew my fingers apart, causing a thin string of white to bridge my digits. I immediately frowned as I realized how little there was. “Good news; I know what this is and know what plant to look for,” I confirmed, turning to Mabel. A frown was still on my face though as I recalled how tiny the plant was. “Bad news; I know how little sap I can get from this, even with an efficient harvesting system. I'd be spending weeks gathering just a cup of sap, including the impurities it comes with.”

Mabel crouched beside me as she examined the plant. “How do you manage to turn the sap into this?” She asked curiously, holding the rubber ball out slightly. “I can sense another material, but for the bark of me I cannot identify it.”

I wiped my fingers in the grass as I crouched beside her. “It's a heating and pressurizing method that involves sulfur,” I replied. “I'd try and explain it better, but that's about all I know about it right now. Once I get enough sap I could give you a better explanation, but until then I'll have to slowly gather a shit ton of these Milkweeds and get the sap from their stalks.”

Mabel nodded as she stood and continued to stare down at the plant. “If you wish, I could gather the sap for you.” She offered. “My bargain would not be complete if I left you to your own devices like this.”

I turned to look at her quizzically. “You'd really do that?” I asked.

Mabel nodded as she continued to palm the rubber ball. “I can influence the plants to exude the sap on their own.” She explained. “It would take time to complete the task, but I can manage to extract an amount of sap for the moment. I only ask that you visit somewhat often.”

I grinned and nodded as I stood and glanced down at the meager sprout. “I'd really appreciate that,” I replied, looking out over the field of milkweeds. “I want to get the autoclave functioning as soon as possible. It'll probably take a week to find the right balance and make a viable seal for it. I'll try to bring back something interesting when I want a rematch.”

Mabel let out a small laugh as she glanced down at the ball in her hand. “That would be nice. You outsiders always create the most intriguing artifacts.” She then turned and began striding back towards the tree line. “I can have some ready tomorrow. Until then, I advise you to return home. I must be without distractions for this.”

I nodded as I followed her towards the forest. “You just cut down weeks worth of work. I'm okay with having to wait another day. It gives me time to work on a weapon.”

Mabel suddenly stopped and turned to me as she seemed to remember something. “Speaking of weapons, you can keep this one. Consider it a souvenir.” I looked at her, confused until the ground beside me shifted and a root sprouted from the earth, carrying the twisted antler that had broken off earlier. I took it gently and the root receded back into the soil. I examined the antler carefully as I felt a grin creep across my face. The rough bone felt sturdy beneath my grip. I turned to Mabel to voice thanks, but she was already gone, leaving me alone with the antler. I let out a sigh as I looked down at the bony protrusion and noticed the specks of blood still gracing the base. “There's no way Amelia will believe this.”



Amelia stared at me, dumbfounded, as I finished my explanation of the day. “A Dryad?” She asked, astonished. “An honest to goodness Dryad?”

I nodded as I held out the antler again. “She's pretty hardcore,” I replied. “She killed a deer right in front of me, balled it up and everything. The only thing left of it is this antler.”

Amelia stared at the antler as she seemed to try and comprehend the idea. “I thought Dryads were protectors of the forest. Why would she do that to one of her creatures?”

I shrugged as I set the antler on a table. “This one isn't like the others,” I replied. “She's willing to kill the animals merely for extra food. I offered fertilizer, but she replied with the whole deer thing. A bit unnerving if you ask me.”

Amelia let out a sigh as she glanced at the antler. “And she was willing to help you harvest sap from her forest; what would amount to actual blood to her, and all she wanted in return was to fight you?”

I let out a small laugh as I nodded and rubbed my head. “Crazy as it sounds, yea. And I got to admit, I did pretty well against her.”

Amelia paused as she stared at me, unconvinced. “She kicked your ass, didn't she?”

I hesitated for a moment then sighed as I nodded. “Just about everyone here is stronger than us humans,” I replied. “Though I plan to level the field somehow. I'll study up on magic and try to come up with a proper weapon. Maybe some type of summoned blade. If summoning a demon is possible I might be able to do the same with weapons.”

Amelia shrugged as she strode back over to the spellbook. “Either way you still need more time. Luckily you have plenty right now. Especially considering you now have a source for latex sap.”

I nodded as I moved beside her. “There's definitely still a lot to learn, but after my fight with Mabel, there's one thing I know for sure; physical training isn't enough to completely bridge the gap in strength between me and some people. I'm going to have to prioritize learning and applying magic.” I looked down at the meager spellbook as Amelia flipped through it. I sighed as I considered the limited spells it offered. “And going through it one spell at a time won't be good enough. It's great to get a hand on the basics, but the advanced techniques will probably take some actual teachings. I could try and teach myself, but that's usually for when I already have a good understanding of the baser material.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced up at me. “There are a lot of advanced spells the book mentions but doesn't list. There's probably a reason for it. If they can design spells, these might be specifically designed for beginners. Kind of like how one designs simpler equations for beginning mathematics. The only way we'd improve is if we learn those spells and eventually how to design said spells.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the door, recalling the lessons Brokil and Bulak had given us. “We could probably head down to the Institute and see if Garahk can let us into some lessons,” I remarked. “She did say she wanted me to learn at the Institute. Brokil was just an advanced tutor for the rite.”

Amelia nodded as she read from the entry she stopped on. “Brokil might have also been just to catch us up with what some classes have been taught already. It is technically the middle of the school year. Assuming they don’t have the Japanese form of education.”

I nodded as I looked down at the entry, Move Earth. “Either way, now we can jump straight into actual lessons, ones where we cover the background material of spells instead of just the spells themselves.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced up at me.“Sounds like you know what you're doing next, at least until you get the autoclave working and a weapon designed.” I nodded as I walked a short way and grabbed a chair, dragging it next to Amelia and sitting beside her. I glanced one last time at the antler before leaning over to read the entry with her. “Once more unto the breach.”

            

    
        33. Vulcanized Preparations

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



I sat up as I stretched, swaying slightly in my hammock. I winced as a dull pain shot through my calves. “Three straight days of walking is brutal. Physical training might not do as much, but I definitely need to reach a peak during my stay here.” I turned and dropped to the floor, legs groaning in protest. I walked towards the ladder and began descending. “I can drop by the institute and ask about magic lessons, then head out and see Mabel about the sap. I could probably pick up the sulfur while I'm there. I can start work on the rubber once I get back. I'll need to see how big the cauldron is to get an idea of the size. Once the seal is done, I can get the system set up and wait for it to complete. About a month should do.”

I turned as I reached the bottom and noticed the massive iron pot in the room. A stone structure sat beside it, metal surface connected to some sort of knob on the side. I walked over and examined the knee-high cauldron resting on the floor. I reached down and lifted the lid, revealing the fluid sitting within. It was filled three-quarters of the way up. I estimated about three or four gallons were being held by the cauldron. I was tempted to reach down and test the temperature but decided against it. “That's definitely the acid I asked for and that's the stove I need. Now I just need the seal.” I put the lid back and began examining the stove. The heating mechanic seemed simple enough, set the dial to control the temperature. “There's probably a max temp, but I might not need to go that high. I just need to find the right critical point to melt the crystals at the bottom and have the material rise to form at the seed. I could probably find some equations in the textbooks to make my life easier.”

I stood and stretched as I finally made my way over to my backpack, lifting it onto my shoulders as I walked towards the door. Amelia was still asleep and I didn’t think it was necessary to wake her up at the moment. “I'll need to grab some sulfur. I can use the stove to vulcanize the rubber and experiment with the ratios. I should be able to get the system up within a week.” I pulled the door open and began making my way down to the Institute. “All this just to take one step forward, one more step towards Adympia. Then again, with the end goal, I'd take as many steps as I'd need to. If you wish to cut out evil, you have to start at the source.” With that, I began the journey down to the Institute

I stepped into the Institute, entrance hall filled with the same arcane artifacts as before, save for the table piled with a few more boxes of crystals. I looked around as I tried to find someone to talk to. The entrance hall and the connecting rooms were devoid of anyone, mage, or otherwise. I turned to climb the stairs to the loft as I heard voices drift down over the railing. “You need to include this incantation. The familiar won't be bonded to your will without the enchanted ingredient.”

“I know, but the incantation requires enough lunar energy to complete. I planned to perform it tonight during the full moon.”

The first voice scoffed before replying. “You do not require that much; a half-moon would do. You could even use the moonstone down the hall.”

I emerged from the staircase into a sort of sitting room, chairs and tables littering the area. I turned and saw a pair of orcs, both female, sitting in the corner of the room, carefully studying a pile of notes. They looked up as I approached. “You two wouldn't happen to know where Garahk is, would you? I need to talk to her about something.”

They glanced at each other before grinning as they stood and closed the gap between us, leaving their notes on the table. “It is pleasant to see you again.” One of them voiced. “I hope you will not run out on us like last time.” I looked at her, confused.

The other spoke up, interrupting my question. “Yotul, he obviously does not remember us. In the state he was in, I would be surprised if he recalled anything at all. I have not studied the art of cerebration thoroughly, but even I can tell damage to such a severe degree will have ill effects.” I glanced at the two of them as a trace of memory floated through my mind. They wore matching shawls and were the same height, just shorter than Amelia, but that was the extent of their similarities. ‘Yotul' had brown hair and green eyes, her voice held a subtle tremor as she looked me up and down. The other one had black hair and brown eyes, her voice carried confidence and wisdom beyond her years.

I flicked my finger between the two as the memory finally solidified. “You two . . . were there when Garahk fixed my . . issue,” I remarked uncertainly.

The one that had spoken second nodded, grinning all the while. “I suppose I should introduce ourselves.” She remarked, gesturing at herself. “I am Borba, and this is my friend Yotul. You are quite correct, we were there when Garahk repaired your mind. I must say I am curious as to how one could come to incur so much damage.”

I hesitated nervously before shrugging as I glanced around at the empty room. “I wish I could tell you, that might make preparing against it easier, but as it stands, I have no clue.”

Borba nodded as she glanced at Yotul. “I suppose that means you will not be able to question him about the experience. If he fails to recall the catalyst, I doubt he remembers the following events.”

Yotul scowled at the idea. “Fext, I hoped you would have been able to offer insight into the mind. Though, I once heard that damage to the mind tends to cause it to compensate for where it once thrived, either through supernatural knowledge or physical ability. I do not suppose you now possess such an enhancement?”

I clenched my fist experimentally as I gave it some thought. “None that I've noticed,” I replied, deciding my experiences before and after the critical event were pretty much the same. “Something like that sounds pretty rare anyway, like one in a million chance, but I'll inform you if that fact changes.”

Yotul grinned and nodded as she turned to Borba. “Always a silver lining.” She whispered happily.

Borba rolled her eyes as she turned and gestured me to follow her, followed closely by Yotul. “You asked about Garahk; she is likely in her study. Come, we can show you the way.” I nodded as I began following them deeper into the building, passing by many doors along the way. They followed no sensible pattern and appeared to be little more than random placements along the hallway. Finally, we came upon a thick oaken door at the corner of the hallway. Many arcane symbols glowed slightly across its surface. A large brass knocker, carved in the shape of a bear's head, sat at the center. Borba reached up and grabbed the large ring, using it to rap sharply on the door. “Elder Mother,” She called loudly. “The Outsider Champion Wishes To Inquire About Something.”

There was silence for a minute, then the door was pulled open, revealing Garahk standing behind it. She glanced at the two orcs then turned to address me directly. “What did you want to ask?” She got to the point quickly.

I nodded as I pointed at the bag on my back. “I came to ask about actual lessons. The spellbook is a good foundation, but I could probably learn magic one spell at a time. It'll be faster if I learn the supporting material in tandem with the spells.”

Garahk nodded as she leaned on the staff she clutched. “I suppose you are more impatient than I previously thought.” She remarked, almost chuckling. “Come, I cannot let you stand in the hallway. I was just finishing officiating your invitation. You can bring Amelia's invitation upon your return.” She waved us in, turning back to the room as she did. I followed her directions and stepped over the threshold and into her study. Yotul and Borba followed as they pushed the door closed behind us. I looked around at the mess of tables, piled with their mess of parchments and books. The atmosphere felt palpable as Garahk returned to one such table and began writing. Purple candles sat beside her and illuminated the parchment with an orange flame as she worked.

I turned to her as I finally broke the silence. “So, what's this about an invitation?”

Garahk paused and gestured towards the parchment she was using. “It is your official invitation to join the Institute,” she explained. “I had intended to send it the following morning, but since you are here you may as well take it. Given that you are present because of your desire for lessons I suppose this solves both of our problems.” I nodded as Garahk wrote a few more lines. She finally stopped and gestured at the paper, causing it and a few other pages to fold themselves up and slide into two thick envelopes. She gestured again and caused the candles to float over the table. They titled and began dripping hot wax onto the parchment as Garahk reached towards another table and grabbed two small objects. The candles set themselves aside as Garahk pressed the two objects into each of the pools of hot wax on the envelopes, sealing the message. She then turned and gestured at the candles, extinguishing the flames. She gestured again and caused the candles to float over to one of the shelves. Finally, Garahk removed the seals from the wax and handed the two envelopes to me. “And with that, you have been officially invited to the Institute.”

I nodded as I looked down at the envelopes. They were packed tightly with the papers she'd slipped into them. The purple wax that sealed the piece carried the swirling lettering E M I. My and Amelia's names appeared on the opposite side of our respective envelopes. I briefly thumbed the rough parchment before reaching back and slipping them into my backpack. “I'll open mine when I hand Amelia hers,” I explained. “It feels rude to open them here.”

Garahk nodded as she turned and limped over to another table. “I have taken the liberty of scheduling the lessons for you.” She explained. “You hardly seem knowledgeable of the out classes and it would be a waste of time to ask the two of you to choose your own, considering these are most of the basic classes anyway.” She pulled out another quill and began writing on another piece of parchment as she continued.  “You will find that your schedule will differ from hers. I have taken the liberty of replacing the alchemical and mana manipulation classes with defensive combat and restoration classes, as per your request.” She glanced back as she stopped writing for a moment. “I hope that is to your satisfaction.”

I nodded as I glanced around again. The purple orbs above gently floated by. “That sounds like the perfect schedule. If I need to, I can find a book somewhere in the library and fill in anything I might be missing. Besides, the only thing I'd need to learn from alchemy is the magical aspect. I probably already have a pretty good grasp on the physical aspect. The crystal-growing process is basically a complex version of alchemy, minus the inherent magic.”

Garahk nodded as she glanced back at the table and continued writing. “I commend you on this knowledge, but do not assume such classes will be easy. Magic takes time and patience to master. The only advantage afforded you is your ability and wit alone; all else requires practice.”

I nodded as I glanced at the orcs beside me. “I can manage myself in that regard. I'll need to practice anyway; I can't just charge into battle without memorizing any spells. Hell, right now these two could probably beat me with a single spell.”

Borba grinned while Yotul blushed slightly. Borba seemed about to speak, but Garahk beat her to it. “That may be, but I believe even you are more knowledgeable about potions than these two. They are gifted in practical magic but are sorely lacking in their studies of alchemy.”

Borba groaned at that reprimand. “It was one time.” She complained.

Garahk nodded but didn’t look up from her parchment. “One time that cost the institute a Batch Cauldron and a large Enchanted stove; not to mention the replacement of the brick in the immediate vicinity.”

Borba sighed again, exacerbated. “How was I supposed to know adding mountain lilies to the concoction would destabilize it? If I recall, no one has attempted it before.”

Garahk shook her head. “Because there are only so many ingredients compatible with magma worm tongue. Mountainous ingredients are known to be on the extreme end of that incompatibility. You would have known this had you studied.” Bora didn't retort, merely looked crestfallen. Garahk turned to me as she gestured towards the door. “If you have no other business here, I suggest you return to your task.”

I briefly hesitated then nodded as I turned again. I stopped as a thought occurred to me and I turned back as I raised my finger. “There is actually one more thing I need. I'm going to need some sulfur to finish making the autoclave. It's not going to be much; a single jar will do.”

 Garahk stared at me, confused. “Why would you need sulfur? Is the acid not enough?”

I hesitated again then shook my head. “It's for a different part of the autoclave. It's the only other thing I need to complete the system. I'd try and explain it, but I haven't finished reading the entry on it yet.”

Garahk sighed and shook her head. “Sulfur can be dangerous if used incorrectly. You have done much to show your aptitude, but I am still wary of the supposed results of your experiments.”

I nodded as I glanced around again. “I suppose that's fair. It's not like I've proven my claims. Though, I still need that sulfur.” I stopped and gave the idea some thought. After a minute, I turned back to Garahk. “If it makes you more comfortable, I can let you borrow some of my books.”

Garahk tilted her head at that. “You would willingly give away outsider knowledge?” She asked curiously.

I nodded. “When it comes to long term plans, I might have to teach you about some of the conditions and properties of the material anyway. I might as well let you read about it on your own time.”

Garahk paused and seemed to heavily consider the offer. After another minute, she nodded. “That is acceptable.” She then turned to the two orcs beside me. “Please escort Dexter down to the storehouse. He has free reign of the amount of material he needs.” Borba seemed about to protest, but Garahk interrupted her. “If Thoka objects, tell him he will be adequately compensated. Besides, if Dexter proves successful, he will have a nearly endless supply of high-quality crystals.” Bora nodded as she turned towards the door and gestured for me to follow. I turned and waved goodbye to Garahk as I and the two orcs left her study, closing the door behind us with a soft boom.

The ‘storehouse' turned out to be another room in the Institute, down on the first floor. Borba pushed opened the door and revealed a room filled with shelves upon shelves of knickknacks and jars, each one filled to the brim with their own items or materials. Borba quickly walked past the shelves and into the storehouse. “I require a particular ingredient. I'll be right back.” I nodded as I looked around in amazement at the myriad of horns, teeth, claws, and pickled tongues lining the shelves. I turned as I noticed lifelike paintings filling empty spaces along the wall.

Yotul stepped beside me as I stopped to admire one, a depiction of an orc holding a javelin aloft and roaring in triumph, his foot planted firmly on the back of a prone and bleeding elf. “Thoka has a certain interest in paintings.” She explained. “Particularly for ones depicting a Champion of Battle. I believe this one shows Dramuk after the battle of Tremu. Though I believe this is a recreation. You can even see his symbol emblazoned on his chest.” I leaned forward and squinted slightly. The emblem of a roaring dragon peaked out from the flapping shawl he wore, horns just barely visible in the shadow of the fur. I rubbed my chest as I again imagined the pain such a brand would cause. “There's someone that worked hard for his title. Meanwhile, I barely lucked into mine. Sure, I had to work through the rite, but that doesn't take away from the insane amount of luck I had during the actual battle. The wrong move would've abruptly ended my little rampage. Hell, that knife alone should've done all that. End of my rope with a knife in my side? That's about the point where everyone passes out.”

I shook my head as I refocused on the present. “No time for that now. Just get the sulfur and finish the autoclave.” “Where's Tremu?” I asked curiously, turning to Yotul.

She shrugged as she gestured about. “Somewhere near the western border.” She replied. “The battle happened long before the ordeal with him. I believe Elder Mother Garahk was young when it took place.”

I nodded as I looked around at the other paintings. Some held similar scenes of battle, while others merely depicted peaceful landscapes, the hill of buildings composing Snakhagr either front and center or offset to be joined by a larger mountain nearby. “So, where is Thoka?” I asked, turning back to Yotul. “I don't mean to rush, but I want to get started as quickly as possible.”

Yotul nodded as she turned and strode down the aisle. “He is likely sorting his stock in the back. The merchants will be arriving soon, and he has a surplus of ingredients.” I followed her along the shelves until we came across another orc, this one carefully arranging the jars and items along the shelf. He was considerably shorter for an orc, only five feet tall. The fluffy shawl he wore seemed a size or two too big, falling a little way down his legs as she examined a jar. His dark hair stopped just above his shawl, making him the only orc that I've seen with short hair.

He turned to us as we approached and revealed his bright blue eyes. “Good morning Yotul, what can I do for you?” The bright-eyed orc asked.

Yotul turned and gestured to me as she answered. “Our outsider friend requires some sulfur. You would not happen to have a jar lying around, would you?”

Thoka turned and began examining the shelves as he scratched his chin. “I know I have some large jars somewhere.” He replied. “The sulfur pits are easy to harvest from.” He walked a short way and looked behind a line of jars. “Ah here are some.” He reached back and pulled out a jar filled with yellow powder, just big enough to comfortably hold a hand. He then reached into his shawl and pulled out a few empty vials. “How many drafts do you need?”

I shook my head and pointed at the jar. “I might end up needing the whole jar. I haven't quite figured out the correct balance of ingredients. I'll probably use quite a bit before making the actual seal.”

Thoka looked at me, questioningly. “I suppose you have payment for this jar?” He asked skeptically. “I cannot merely give so much to you. I have other mages to consider.”

I shook my head apologetically. “I do not, I don't even think I know what you guys use as currency.”

Thoka let out a sigh as he turned and placed the jar back with the others. “Then I cannot let you have the jar. A few vials here and there are one thing, but if I start giving away jars of ingredients then my stock will be empty by the end of the month.”

Yotul stepped forward and gestured towards me. “Garahk knew you would dislike the idea. She assured me you would be compensated for any materials he takes.”

Thoka shook his head vigorously and glared angrily at Yotul, causing her to take a step back. “I do not very much care for what you claim Garahk said. For all I know you might not have spoken to her. So, you will have to excuse me if I do not willingly give you the sulfur you requested.” Yotul seemed about to protest, but Thoka interrupted her again, this time with an air of disgust. “Especially if I am giving this to the likes of him. He may have proven himself in battle, but he is still an outsider.”

Yotul looked crestfallen at that remark and I stepped forward angrily. “Look,” I said through gritted teeth. “You might not like it, but we're on the same side here. I hate Nione Just as much as you do. You don't have to like me, but could you please give me a modicum of respect?” Thoka stared angrily at me as he stood his ground. I let out a sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose. I then continued in a calmer tone. “Look, I don't have ill intentions for you, for any of the orcs for that matter; I just need some supplies so that I can help you get revenge. Yotul is right about what Garahk said; you'll be compensated for the jar. It's all I need anyway. You have my word, as a Champion, that when I'm done your stores will not only have but be filled with clear quartz crystals.” I pointed to a jar of such muddied stones on a nearby shelf. “Far exceeding the likes of those stones.”

Thoka said nothing, merely stared at me in silence. After a minute he let out a sigh and reached for the jar. He tossed it to me as he addressed Yotul. “Tell Garahk I require sixty teef for this and a personal visit if she wishes me to give away stocks on mere words again.” Yotul nodded as she turned and gestured for me to follow.

I turned to Thoka, bowing thankfully. “Thank you for the sulfur.” I voiced before following Yotul towards the door.

Yotul let out a sigh as she pulled open the door and led me outside. “I apologize for his behavior. As a Champion, you should expect a great deal of respect from others. Yet, as an outsider, many assume you and your associates to be untrustworthy. People will tend towards one mentality or the other. It would seem Thoka tends towards the latter.”

I nodded as I reached back and slipped the jar into my backpack. “At least we convinced him to choose the other one,” I remarked. “I don't need the headache of getting someone to trust me for a jar of powder.”

Yotul nodded as we stopped in the hallway. “Though I believe you did more to convince him. I just sat there uselessly. I could not even defend myself when I knew I was in the right.”

I nodded as I glanced down the hall. “Don't feel bad about it. There are some people where that can't be reasoned with. You just got to know when you've found one of those people.”

Yotul nodded as she turned to stare down the hall. I turned in kind as a soft boom echoed down the hall and Borba began approaching us. She was running towards us, tying a small leather pouch to her waist. “Apologies; I did not expect it to take so long in finding what I need. What of you, did you find the material you were looking for?”

I nodded as I jabbed a finger towards my backpack. “I'm all set. Thanks for the help. I'll see if I can't save you guys some quartz when I get the system working.”

Borba grinned and nodded while Yotul blushed slightly and looked down. “That would be marvelous.” Borba beamed. “I look forward to your presence at the Institute.” I nodded as I turned and waved goodbye, leaving them in the hall as I began making my way back towards Mabel's glade. “Now then, let's see how much sap she was able to gather in a few hours.”



I spent the next hour or so retracing my steps through the forest and towards the archway I'd been shown yesterday. I followed the growing warmth as the smell of pine and leaves wafted by me. Eventually, I stepped through the arch of branches and entered her home once more. I noticed Mabel near the center of the field, legs crossed, arms out slightly, eyes closed as she floated there in a sort of meditative state, hair drifting slightly, completely detached from the laws of gravity. I quietly moved forward, past the animal that just glanced my way before returning to their grazing. I stopped in front of her as I finally spotted the plants around her, blooming milkweeds that seemed to be coated in a pale white substance. I stood there for a few moments as I waited for her to stop. She took no notice of me and merely continued to hum a harmonious tone, the note dripping with will and command. Finally, I realized she could be at this for hours and gently cleared my throat. Mabel's eyes shot open as she became aware of my presence. She took half a second to register my presence then broke out in a massive grin. “Ah, there you are.” She released whatever was holding her up and stepped forward to wrap her arms around me and hug me. I returned the embrace as I gently patted her back. She then released her grip and took a step back to look up at me. “I apologize, I was not paying attention to my surroundings.”

I gestured dismissively as I glanced at the plants surrounding us. “It's alright. I can see you were hard at work here.” I crouched as I inspected the plant closely. I experimentally dragged my finger along the plant and came away with a milky substance clinging to my digit. “You did all this in a day?” I asked curiously.

Mabel nodded as she crouched beside me. “I have a surplus of energy saved up over the winter. Spring will come soon so I can use the extra stores to influence the plants around me. It is not complete, but it allowed me to gather a small jar of sap for your project.” She then reached out as a root sprouted from the soil, carrying a closed earthen pot. She removed the lid and showed me the pale substance swaying inside.

I grinned as Mabel replaced the lid and had the root set the small container on the ground. “That's exactly what I need,” I said, reaching for the clay pot. I stood as I slipped it into my backpack. “I can use this to balance the formula before making the actual seal. From there it shouldn't be too hard to construct the autoclave and get it working. I can use the clamps to keep the lid on and maybe use some of my wire to suspend the crystals.”

Mabel tilted her head as she looked at me. “I have no clue what you speak of. This ‘autoclave' is entirely foreign to me.”

I chuckled slightly as I nodded. “Five hundred years ago we had no idea too. I don't think it was invented till the eighteen hundred. By then we were pretty good at analyzing and improving upon nature.”

Mabel nodded as she strolled aimlessly around the milkweeds. “The ball you gave me was certainly intriguing. It was molded using an unholy unity of nature and soil and made with an amount of precision that I dare say is impossible. Then again it only makes me curious as to how you might be able to make it. Is time the key to such smooth edges? Are you perhaps one of noble birth and this is some symbol of your status?”

I chuckled again as I shook my head. The idea of a rubber ball denoting a noble birth was hilarious. “I wish. No, we have machines that pop out about a thousand of those little balls every day. If you wanted to retail it, you could probably get maybe a dollar for it. In other words, we have a fuck ton of those.”

Mabel paused then nodded as she stopped her pacing. “I suppose you have a point. I doubt a noble would willingly give away their status symbol. And you do not quite sound of noble birth.”

I let out a small laugh then straightened my face and adopted a posher tone. “Fortunately, such a matter is easily remedied. All it takes to imitate one of the noble origins is to unnecessarily articulate your speech to such a degree that you yourself barely understand the word you are producing.” Mabel raised an eyebrow then gently clapped.

I bowed slightly as she stepped towards me. “That was rather impressive if a bit crude. I dare say you would fit in nicely with the high class. Your only disadvantage is the obvious facade you would need to project.”

I nodded as I stretched slightly and glanced around, returning to my normal voice. “Fortunately, I don't intend to rub elbows with the elves in Adympia. Hell, when I'm done with them, they'll be lucky to walk peacefully down the street.”

Mabel raised her eyebrow again. “You plan to dethrone Adympia? I must say that would be a thing to behold. Even by my standards, the country has lasted a long while. Such longevity is not easily upset.”

I shrugged as I turned towards the tree line. “Fortunately upsetting the balance is a human specialty. It doesn't matter if Adympia has existed for the last twenty years or the last twenty thousand years when I'm done with it, it'll only be a footnote in the history books.”

Mabel grinned as she glanced around the clearing. “I do not doubt it.” She remarked warily. “You outsiders certainly have an enlightening way of viewing the world.”

I nodded as I cracked my knuckles tiredly and stared out at the trees. “Anyway, I should head back. I want to finish this seal as soon as possible. I'll probably come back tomorrow for more sap.”

Mabel nodded and waved goodbye as I began walking towards the tree and back to the city.“I look forward to it.” She called as I left her home. I let out a sigh as I began navigating back towards Snakhagr, backpack now weighed down by all items within. “One more step to the autoclave. One more step to Adympia.”



I pulled open the barn door with a sigh. Amelia looked up as I carefully set my backpack on an open table. “Did you get the lesson thing sorted out?” She asked.

I nodded as I pulled out the two letters and tossed hers over. She cast Levitate and drew the letter to herself as I explained. “Apparently, Garahk was just making these invitations,” I replied. ”She's already signed us up for lessons. Now, all we need to do is show up and learn about magic.” Amelia nodded as she broke the seal and began rifling through the pages. I pulled out the jar of sap and the jar of sulfur as I looked down at my own. The seal stared back at me and I imagined all the reading I’d have to do once I broke it. I sighed as I set the letter aside tiredly. “I'll read mine later. Right now, I want to get this rubber thing figured out.” I pulled the sap jar and sulfur towards me as I began estimating measurements for the two materials. “Since I'm working with sulfur it might become very odorous here in a few minutes.” Amelia nodded again as she scanned the page she pulled out. I walked over to the table of books and grabbed the Metallurgy and Materials book, flipping through it until I found the entry on rubber. I walked back over as I began reading about vulcanization.

Amelia spoke up as I sat back down. “This says we get some kind of allowance, something for us to buy supplies and books.”

I nodded as I stood back up and moved over to the enchanted stove. “I'd imagine it’s a kind of income. There's got to be an incentive to learn magic. I doubt everyone is as mystified by its existence as we are.”

Amelia nodded as I bent down and lifted the stove, surprised at how light it was. “It seems we initially get it based on our ‘skill level' and an increase whenever we contribute to magical knowledge or whenever we maintain a high enough mark in the classes we take.”

I nodded as I carried the stove over to my table and set it down beside it. “Well, there's the increased incentive. That means each time we make some spell, or I finally develop a weapon, they'll reward us for that behavior. The fact that they factor in classes surprises me though. You'd think they'd want the students to pay to take classes.”

Amelia shrugged as she kept reading. “Maybe they get a good enough source of income anyway. They probably sell spells or enchantments to the city. And from the way they phrase it, it sounds like they have their own little self-sustained economy within. The Institute pays them for contributions and in turn, sells them the goods they use to learn more about magic.” I nodded understandingly as I sat back down and looked over the process again. Amelia suddenly scowled as she squinted at the page. “The only thing I can't see is if this page has- There it is. . . With my skill level, I get five hundred teef a month.”

I nodded as I glanced up at her. “That's probably their currency. I heard Yotul and Thoka talk about it in the storehouse. The jar itself supposedly cost sixty teef.”

Amelia nodded as she pulled out another page. “Well, with or without ‘teef' we'd still want to learn about magic. With the science we know, the possibilities may be endless.”

I nodded as I reached over and grabbed a discarded bowl, carefully pouring some sap into it as I began estimating the proper balance. “The sky's the limit,” I affirmed, turning the knob on the side of the stove. Amelia let out a sigh as she continued to sift through the papers. Meanwhile, I began carefully pouring the sap as I started calculating an appropriate amount of sulfur to add to the mix. The sun began to set low in the sky before I finished preparing my first batch.

            

    
        34. Arcane Ripples

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



The smell of burning . . . something . . . gradually filled the barn as I worked. I first had to boil the water away and just leave the latex polymers. After that, it was just a matter of adding the right amount of sulfur to make the harder kind of rubber, or so I thought. I'd just added a bit of sulfur to the bowl and was using a spoon to mix it when a pungent odor started wafting up. I panicked at the smell and quickly transferred the bowl to a table to cool, gently scorching my fingertips in the process. After some waiting for the blob to cool and then carefully prying the rubbery substance up the burned polymers finally came free from the bowl and fell to the table as a negative impression of it. After a bit of scrutinizing and hypothesizing, I eventually concluded that the water was acting as a sort of shield between the slowly heating bowl and the polymers. Once most of it was gone there wasn't much keeping the outermost polymers from reacting to the heat and caramelizing on the sides. “Shit.” I sighed, scraping what remained of my attempt off the table. “Note to self: vary the temperature when refining the rubber, otherwise: this.” I tossed the failed rubber into a corner and turned to pour more sap for a second attempt.

Suddenly, Amelia appeared beside me, pinching her nose. “Too much sulfur?” She asked nasally.

I shook my head as I set the pot of latex back down. “Too much heat,” I explained “I burned the latex. Luckily, I got it off in time before it started sticking to the bowl.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced at the corner where I'd tossed the rubber. “I guess vulcanizing is harder than you thought.”

I shook my head at first, then paused and sighed before shrugging. “I expected some failures,” I admitted. “I just didn't expect the temperature to be the first one. I'll have to figure out the critical temperature so that I stay just below it. The problem is this thing doesn't exactly give accurate measurements.” I gestured at the stove. Amelia crouched to inspect the dial. I knew what she'd find; the dial was labeled using words instead of numbers, from ‘inactive' to ‘minor then ‘moderate' and finally ‘inferno'. I'd been a little impatient and had sent it between moderate and inferno. “At least now I know the stove can handle vulcanization. If it burns the sap there it probably burns the rubber there too.” I let out another sigh as I turned back to my next batch. “Either way I need to figure this out; time, mix, and temperature. It shouldn't take me too long. Thankfully, Mabel will have plenty of sap ready for me to use.”

Amelia shrugged as she stood and glanced at the bowl I was filling. “Do you at least have something to measure the volumes, or are you just eyeballing it?”

I sighed guiltily as I poured a bit of sulfur into the mixture. “I'm just eyeballing it,” I admitted “I don't have an accurate way to measure the proportions. I was supposed to get measuring cups when I got to Atlanta, but we both know that never happened and nothing in my boxes of stuff would work in the sizes I need. I also don't have a scale to measure the weight; at least then I'd be able to calculate the moles of sulfur in each bit I use. The only bright side is that I know I need about twenty to thirty percent sulfur to get the rubber I want. I can figure the proportions out, I just need time.”

Amelia nodded as she turned and strode back over to the book. “Just try and keep the smell to a minimum. We still have to sleep in here.”

I nodded as I set the new bowl onto the stove and reset the dial, placing it between ‘minor’ and ‘moderate.’ “A lower temperature should solve the problem. It'll take longer, but I won't run the risk of burns.”

Amelia nodded again as she stared down at the spellbook. “Just don't stay up too late. You probably want to take some time to prepare for the . . . branding.”

I nodded as I rubbed my chest. “Am I really going to let them brand my chest? Just an hour of pain isn't much, but it doesn't feel right. Shel loved butterflies, not battles. I'd be bringing her in whenever I fight.” I shook my head as I refocused on the task at hand. “Work now, worry later.” “I'll try not to stay up too late,” I promised. Amelia nodded as she continued reading and I returned to the now steaming bowl of sap. “Get the autoclave working. You'll have a few days to think once that's done.”



I leaned on a solid brick wall, black leather jacket doing little to protect me from the cold New York air. I glanced at the people around me, wearing similar jackets and glancing at the streets around us, at least a dozen in total. One of them was listing off a string of locations and manpower. A warehouse by the docks. An abandoned hotel near the industrial district. A garage off of the central parkway. I turned to the figure beside me as he finally finished his report, having a clear map of the locations in my head. “Make sure Andy knows the Gashers are after him,” I growled. “The east side may be at war, but I'll make sure the others take personal offense to Shelby's death.”

The figure nodded then bowed slightly, his features obscured by the mask he wore. “You got it sixer.” He then turned and dashed down the concrete tunnel, yellow-tinted lights flickering as he disappeared into the distance. I let out a sigh as I looked around, the concrete wall doing little to cool me off in the Texan heat. I clenched my eyes shut as I visualized the city around us. The east side was tinted in red, an indication of a gang conflict. The area to the west was tinted in blue, an indication of the presently offending group. Dots of green sprung up around the city, mostly near the blue district, indicating those that were ready to strike. I gritted my teeth angrily as Shelby’s face flashed across my mind for a brief moment. I could still hear her scream. My eyes snapped open as a soft tap tap tap echoed down the tunnel. I turned as I spotted a small figure approaching, steps echoing around the stone walls.

I sneered at him as I took a step forward and away from the others, giving me a clear view of the tiny figure, barely tall enough to reach my chest. “You've got a lot of nerve showing your face,” I growled. “The ones that come to me unannounced usually end up dead.”

The pitch-black figure seemed to grin itself, though nothing seemed to move on its face. “I guess we all have our own idea of being heroic, though you seem to have taken a darker turn.”

I glared at the figure as I reached into my leather vest and pulled out my pocket knife, twirling it briefly before flicking it open. “I guess you didn't get the memo.” I countered. “I'm Six Eyes, friends call me sixer, and I'm the most dangerous person this side of the border. So, unless you want to find yourself swimming with the fishes in the east river, you better get out or give me a good reason not to kill you.”

The figure's invisible grin grew wider. “Quite an ego you have given yourself. It is a shame ego will not save you.”

I let out a small laugh. “I could say the same about your balls, though only one of us is actually willing to act on our words.” I suddenly flicked my wrist and threw the knife forward, causing the figure to lean out of the way and turn to the clattering weapon. Using the distraction, I reached into my jacket again and pulled out a Glock seventeen, directing the pistol towards the offender and firing three shots, bang bang bang, each of which filled the alley with the smell of gunpowder. I blinked in shock as I saw the bullets freeze in the air, a few inches from the figure.

He let out a sigh as he turned back and flicked his wrist which caused the bullets to drop from the air, clattering on the cobblestone floor as I stared at them “Correction, only one of us has the power to follow through on our threat.” He then flicked his wrist again, causing the pistol to fly from my hand. It arched towards the figure, flipping wildly as it went, then froze just a foot in front of him, barrel directed at me. “I commend your attention to detail.” He continued, flicking his wrist and causing the pistol to disassemble itself, freezing once each piece was far enough from the rest. “I dare say one could replicate this outsider device with this. Then again, that is why I cannot allow you to evade me any longer. I run the risk of memory damage with this, but I believe you have memories to spare.” He suddenly snapped his fingers and the gun reassembled itself, exuding a black smoky aura before letting out one last bang.

I instinctively raised my hands and closed my eyes to block the shot, futile as it was, but was shocked when nothing made contact. Instead, a loud Thunk sounded from just in front of me. I looked up hesitantly and saw a figure in a black jacket, a red bandanna tied around his neck, forearms crossed in front of his chest. I heard one more clatter as another bullet fell to the floor, this one flattened from the impact. The small black figure saw this new member and seemed to let out a snarl. “I should have expected one of you would show up. Though I doubt your presence matters. It merely means you have divided your defenses, making this all the easier. I know my other piece is still occupying your associate.” He snapped his fingers, causing more figures to materialize out of the shadows, standing and walking over to the first figure. “Besides, I have images to spare.” They started to laugh as they formed up and glared at my group, each one seeming to have their own smile though I couldn't see anything through their pitch-black smoke.

The new figure didn't speak, merely turned to look at the slowly growing crowd. I could have sworn I saw a grin forming beneath that bandana. Finally, he turned to a nearby fall, a large iron door materializing out of nowhere and bursting open. The door creaked and groaned as it opened and released a crowd of its own into the alleyway. Figures in jackets poured into the street as the laughter from the smoky figures quickly died. Each of the figures in black jackets had their own bandanna. A few people with bright blue bandannas were scattered amongst them, but they mostly swarmed with figures with red wrapped around their neck. They turned and glared angrily and the pitch-black crowd as they joined the first red bandanna in the alleyway.

He turned to me, mismatched eyes seeming to stare into my soul. “Head to HQ boss, me and the boys got this one.”

I nodded as the black crowd's leader snarled at us. “How? This Should Not Be Possible!” The smokey figure roared. “You Barely Know Magic, Let Alone Magic Like This.”

The bandannas let out laughs of their own as they glared at the invading force. Their leader moved to the front as he spoke. “It would seem the little bitch is forgetting something; he's far from home and standing in my hometown. Let's see if we can't make him remember that detail.” There was a brief standoff, each of the armies sizing each other up, then they charged forward, leaders remaining in place and glaring at each other as a brawl broke out in the tunnel. I took the opportunity to turn and dash the other way down the brick tunnel, the unmarked figures around me escorting me as I retreated towards HQ. “Note to self, Andy may have some help over on the west side.”



I slowly sat up, rough wood peeling away from my face as I tried to ignore the morning mouth I was tasting. I turned as I noticed a slab of pale bubbly substance resting on the table. I poked it experimentally and internally groaned as the substance yielded to my finger and stuck to it, forming thin strands as I pulled away. “Probably too little sulfur. I have a bit of room for error, but I still need to find the right range. I'll also need the lower end of the range, too much and the rubber gets brittle.” I let out a sigh as I turned to examine the jar of sap, barren save for a few more drops of white. “I guess it's time to get more sap, but first.” I reached over and grabbed my envelope, breaking the seal and beginning to read the handwritten letters within. The contents weren't too different from what I was expecting; a congratulatory letter, a list of benefits and privileges afforded to me including the details of my allowance, a warning to follow instructions lest said privileges be revoked, and finally my schedule, complete with the necessary books for each class. I appeared to have all the basics classes; Basic Magic, Spell Construction, and Combat Magic. Then two classes that sounded more advanced; Defensive Combat, and Restorative Magic.

I let out a sigh as I set the pages aside, taking note of the necessary books before standing to stretch and move over to my backpack. I pulled the pack over my shoulders as I moved towards the door and past Amelia. “I'll be right back. I need more sap from Mabel.”

She nodded as she continued reading from the spellbook. “Be back soon. I want to get my books today. You might as well come with me when you return.”

I nodded as I pulled open the door. “I won't be but an hour,” I assured her, pulling the door closed behind me. I stretched and yawned as I made my way towards the city gate. “The lessons are certainly going to be interesting. I'll be able to accurately gauge the kinds of spells possible. Hopefully, I can go beyond those limits by incorporating the right equations into the mix. Fingers crossed there’s a physical quirk to exploit.”



I stepped back into Mabel's clearing, this time she was kneeling over the milkweeds, holding another pot under one of the slowly dripping plants. I quietly approached as I heard Mabel humming to herself, a melodious tune that was oddly soothing. She turned as I finally cleared my throat and another drop of white fell into the pot. “Ah, you are back. Here, I have a few pots ready for you.” She placed the lid on the pot she was holding and handed it to me. She then gestured at the ground and caused a few roots to sprout from the soil, carrying more pots with them. They placed the earthen containers on the soil then disappeared back into the ground.

I let out a low whistle as I picked up one of the jars and felt it filled with the latex sap. “That's a lot for a single day,” I remarked. I glanced at the new milkweeds surrounding us as I noticed the small pools of white around each. They seemed a degree or two paler than yesterday and their stems seemed to swell with sap as their blooms dripped thickly, beads of white gracing each petal in a thick coat. “I can't imagine how much water and nutrients it's sucking up. I don't think daily fertilization would keep these plants alive.”

Mabel nodded as she turned to the plants around her. “Admittedly it seems a little much. The only reason they are currently producing sap is their presence in my domain and the rodents I placed beneath each of them. Once they have finished with them, they will need another supplement, lest they die of starvation.”

I nodded as I began placing each of the pots into my pack, easing it over my shoulder once I was done. “Still, it's impressive that you could do so much in such a short time. It took humans thousands of years and hundreds of generations to do a fraction of that. Hell, even our modern genetic modifications aren't as targeted as this. It would probably take us years if not decades to make milkweeds that did this. Forget your abilities, your very presence would make you the envy of the scientific community.”

Mabel grinned and blushed as she brushed her hair behind her ear. “That is rather flattering coming from a member of a people that possess such tenacity. With what you described, I expected this sap to flow freely in your world. I cannot imagine how you would produce so much otherwise.”

I shrugged as I glanced around. “That was probably a little hyperbolic. Besides, we have more than a single forest producing sap. Plus, our source has a lot easier time with producing and extracting the sap we need. The size and age give it an advantage over these simple weeds.”

Mabel paused then nodded understandingly. “I suppose that is a valid explanation. These weeds are quite small and much of their sap does not consist of the material this rubber is made from. I cannot imagine the plant you harvest in its place.”

I nodded as I glanced at my watch, 10:23. “The answer to that question is a tree, about as big as the oaks and pines around here. I watched the process in a documentary once. We peel the bark back and let it bleed into a bowl. From there we purify and refine it into latex or rubber. Though I think the more major sources for base rubber have a more artificial nature. This is just the easiest source that I know of.” Mabel nodded as I glanced towards the tree line, spotting the animals between me and it. The sun was already high overhead. “Anyway, I better get going. I promised Amelia I'd be back within an hour.”

Mabel looked at me quizzically. “There is another outsider at Snakhagr?” She asked curiously.

I tilted my head and nodded, realizing we hadn't really gotten time to share stories. “She was with me when the orcs first found us. I thought you knew about her.”

Mabel shook her head, her expression now looking crestfallen. “I assumed you were the only one. I had no reason to believe a second Banestorm had occurred. One outsider is rare, let alone many.”

I chuckled as I gestured towards the tree line. “She helped me out quite a bit recently,” I admitted. “I know I rub her the wrong way sometimes, but I try to make up for it. We're going to be learning magic at the Institute in a week or two.”

Mabel paused then nodded again, staring off briefly before smiling and focusing on me again. “You should introduce me sometime.” She said happily. “The only thing more interesting than one outsider is two outsiders.”

I gave her a thumbs-up as I began walking backwards to the tree line, anxious to get back to my experiments. “I'll try to find some time to bring her down here. Thanks again for the sap.” Mabel nodded and waved me off as I disappeared back into the forest and back towards the city. “This should last me a few days. I'll probably need to make one more trip before I finish the seal. It'll be interesting to see the crystals the autoclave finally makes.”



Amelia and I stepped into the library, the smell of books filling the room as we traveled along the shelves. “It shouldn't be too hard to find these books.” Amelia voiced. “They have the shelves divided by subject, so we just need to find the subject we're looking for.”

I nodded as we moved into the combat magic section. “We already have a copy of Basic Combat Magic. I just need Defensive Combat Techniques for my class.”

Amelia grinned as she walked further down the shelves and started searching in the spell construction section. “I feel like I'm back in college, picking out textbooks for the upcoming semester.”

I chuckled as I pulled out the book on defensive magic and moved to join her. “Speak for yourself. I never got to do that before all this happened. I just hope it’s not too much harder than my high-school classes.”

Amelia shrugged as she finally grabbed a book from the shelf. “Regardless, these subjects are so unfamiliar that we might end up struggling in our classes. That's always a possibility.”

I nodded as we moved onto another shelf. “We'll find out once we get in there. We could probably read through these in advance to mitigate that chance.”

Amelia nodded as she reached out and pulled down a copy of Magic and You: What You Should Know as a Mage/Wizard. “We certainly have the upper hand there. We've not only been taught about individual subjects but thanks to psychology I've also learned quite a bit about . . . well, learning. It shouldn’t be too hard to find a pattern when it comes to magic.”

I shrugged as I detached and moved over to the section on healing magic. “We won't know for sure until we start classes and that's not for another two weeks. Until then, I can get the autoclave working and we can work on learning some stuff in advance.” I pulled down The Basics of Healing and walked back over to Amelia as she pulled down a book of her own. I noticed her arms were already straining under the books she was carrying. “Here let me help you.” I offered, shifting my books to one hand and holding out the other.

Amelia bypassed the hand and gently set the books on top of my stack, causing me to grab it quickly with both hands before it toppled. “Thanks.” She sighed, stretching her wrist as she turned and looked back up at the shelves. We continued perusing the shelves and retrieving the books we would need for our classes. The stack I was carrying got a few books higher, but most of the novels we needed were already at the barn so it wasn’t too cumbersome. I suddenly stopped as I spotted a painting adorning a nearby wall, orbs of light illuminating its surface in a pale white light. I stepped forward as I recognized the noticeable brand gracing the subject's chest, a battle axe gripped in its fists as he stared out from the frame. His spotted shawl covered half of the emblem, but I could tell it was some sort of bladed weapon. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my chest with my free hand. I heard footsteps behind me as Amelia joined me. “Penny for your thoughts?” She asked calmly.

I paused for a minute before answering. “I'm not sure about the branding,” I admitted. “Logically, there's a risk to having your skin branded, but with the healing magic, they use that's not really an issue. However, it still doesn't feel right to be branded, at least with the way they have it now. I chose a fucking butterfly, a creature that gets eaten by anything bigger than itself and loses its ability to fly if its wings get rubbed too much. It's not exactly a popular battle emblem. Then again, it's one of the reasons I chose it. I got the title in unordinary circumstances, so why not have an unordinary emblem.”

Amelia said nothing as we continued to stare at the painting for a moment. She finally sighed as she shook her head solemnly. “I don't know what to say to that.” She admitted. “It sounds like you've decided on the brand, but you still aren't sure about it.”

I sighed as I set the books on a nearby shelf and rubbed the back of my head. “I guess it's just something that I'm not sure about, for whatever reason that is. It's like I know what I want to do, why I want to do it, but not how I want it to be executed. Like I know there's a piece missing from a puzzle, but I don't know where it is, where it's supposed to go, or what it's supposed to show.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced behind us. “It sounds like you just need to give the idea some more thought. I'm sure you'll be able to find an answer to that. You do still have a week before your ceremony.” I let out another sigh and picked the books back up, returning to the front desk to check them out.

The clerk that oversaw us gave a gruff growl as he pointed at the stack of books. “Ensure that you return these once your classes finish.” He warned. “Otherwise your allowance may be docked for every month it is not returned. You will also be required to replace it if you damage or destroy the tomes. I trust you understand this?” Amelia and I nodded as we finished listing the last book and sighed our names in the box beside them.

I looked up as I noticed a few empty inkwells cluttering his desk. An idea formed in my head as I stared at the clay vials. “They seem about the same size. I could even use them a few times for a single batch.” “Can I have one of those?” I asked, pointing at the ink bottles.

The orc stared quizzically at me then at the inkwells. “Do you not have one in your scribe kit?” He asked curiously.

I shook my head as I explained. “We haven't gotten one. We've just been using the pens I brought with me, at least for when we write. Though now that I think about it, that ink won't last forever.”

The orc paused for another minute, then reached for one of the empty inkwells and handed it to me with a sigh. “I suggest you purchase one as soon as possible. You will surely need one for your classes.”

I nodded as I took the empty vial and set it on top of the books, lifting them as Amelia waved at the orc. “We'll make sure to do that” Amelia promised, leading me towards the door.

I followed as I carefully balanced the stack of books in my hands. “That was certainly productive,” I remarked happily. “I even got a little measuring flask out of it.

Amelia nodded as we began making our way back to the barn. “And there are still a few hours in the day. That gives me time to go through some of those books and for you to get a better handle on your mixture.”

I nodded as I glanced at the inkwell. “It's not that big, but it's a good benchmarker for proportions.” I grinned to myself as I balanced the books carefully and continued following Amelia towards the barn. “I can work with this,” I affirmed as we finally left the building. I ran through my mental list one last time as we made our way back. “Make the rubber, finish the seal, get the autoclave up, get the brand, start classes, develop a weapon, unite the tribes, destroy Adympia. As long as nothing unexpected happens we should be okay. . . I hope I didn’t jinx myself there.”



Maira



I bit my nail nervously as I stood in a secluded area of the manor, staring out a window at the blurry city beyond. The aura had grown to little more than a memory over the city. Even Elidy had trouble hearing anything from it. We hoped this meant that whatever caused this aura was either dead or moving away, but this did not affect Almar and his actions. He still lost one of his precious ‘servants' and had taken to releasing his anger out on each of us, mostly me. Evermore the guards patrol the border, hoping for this outsider to reveal himself so that Almar might finally be satisfied. If only they knew the truth.

I turned as I finally heard Kalise climbing up the steps behind me. “What did she say?” I asked out of instinct. I knew the answer she would give, but it did not lessen the effect to hear her say it.

Kalise shook her smoothed head as she let out a sigh. “She cannot hear an inkling of it. She believes whatever caused it has returned to a more docile state. She claims the change was too subtle to be anything else.” I nodded as I turned back towards the window. “Fexting Sard. The anticipation is tantamount to torture. It is like a dagger is suspended over my hand, waiting to fall.” I let out a sigh as Kalise stepped forward to join my gaze out the window. “Do you think he will grow bored and give up?” She asked hopefully, turning to me.

I shrugged as I rubbed my head, still recovering from Almar’s latest outburst. “He may, but Almar is not terribly forgetful. He might spend the next decade searching for this outsider. He may even resort to his posse of elite soldiers to go into orc lands and retrieve him, though they will have to wait for the last of the snow to melt.”

Kalise nodded as she turned back to the city beyond. A few flakes of white drifted down as clouds rolled overhead. “It would seem that the outsider has a little while longer. Though Almar is unpredictable; he might send them out regardless of the snow.”

I nodded as I watched a flake drift and land on the window.  “Not that long,” I remarked, remembering how warm it was only a few days ago. “Spring is still just on the horizon.”

Kalise nodded as she rubbed her head. “I am just being hopeful. I cannot imagine what will happen if the outsider gets to the city, under Almar’s imprisonment or not. You have to admit the events of the last month sound straight from a fairy tale.” I nodded as I let out a stifled groan. “This is certainly a unique series of events. It is difficult to say what the outcome may be. Only time may tell now.” I turned as a bellow of rage echoed up the stairs. “Until then, it will be more of the usual.”

I glanced towards  Kalise as I began making my way towards the stairs. “I better go down there. I do not want to keep him waiting if he requests me.”

Kalise nodded as she continued to stare out at the city. “I shall have a meal ready for you if you need it.” She promised. I nodded as I started descending the stair, returning to my more passive mentality. “May the gods smile on us soon.”
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The next week passed by slowly, as did my progress with the rubber. The corner gradually accumulated more and more failed attempts as the ceremony loomed closer and closer. The inkwell definitely helped keep the proportions in order. I think the problem was the latex polymers; once I isolated them from the rest of the sap, they were a fraction of their original volume. As such, I had to anticipate this change and add less sulfur than I thought necessary to prevent the rubber from becoming brittle. It took a lot of trials and innumerable errors, but I finally had a lump of hard rubber the day before the branding. I threw the half-sphere onto the table experientially once it finally became cool enough to handle. It bounced a few times before thudding firmly onto the table. “Perfect.” I sighed, picking the lump back up and palming it gently. The only other thing I had to test was its ability to retain its shape. I walked over to my bucket of tools and pulled out one of the vise clamps littering the inner pockets. I set the piece of rubber on the edge of one of the tables and started winding the clamp closed around it. The material yielded to the immense pressure as I gave the screw a couple of turns. Once I was satisfied that I was properly stressing it, I let out a sigh as I stretched and walked over to Amelia.

She looked up as I sat heavily beside her. “Finally done?” She asked.

I nodded as I stretched a bit more. “I just have to make sure the lump can withstand extended pressure. I already have the heat thing figured out. So, no worries about it melting there. Other than that, I should have the autoclave up in the next day or so.”

She nodded as she looked back down at the spellbook she was reading. We sat in silence for a bit, punctuated only by a few popping joints and the occasional movement of parchment. “How are you feeling about tomorrow?” She asked suddenly, looking back up at me again. “Have you settled your thoughts about the branding?

I stopped in the middle of my stretch, unprepared for the question. I let out a sigh as I quickly compiled my thoughts over the last week, trying to come up with a reply. “I don't know.” I finally admitted. “I'm dead set on making sure the orcs understand why I'm fighting, why I earned the title, but I don't know if the symbol is enough. I don't know if it would be good enough to convey that I'm not like what they think I'm like. It feels like some weird inadequacy thing I ran into a lot during projects. I just want to add one more detail to make this perfect. Yet when I try and think of some way to get rid of this feeling, I'm coming up blank.” I sighed heavily as I felt a twinge of anxiety rear its head. “I’m just not committed like I usually am.”

Amelia nodded along as I finished my spiel. “Having all that on your mind would make anyone question their choices.” She agreed. “With what you've promised to do I'd imagine the feeling is even more so.”

I let out a groan as I closed my eyes and rubbed my eyelids. “Don't even get me started on that,” I muttered. “At the rate I'm going, I’ll be lucky to start heading to Nione within the next decade.” I sighed again as I glanced at the table of discarded siege weapon ideas. “I'm also no closer to coming up with a viable weapon for the tribes. I expected to come up with something while I waited, but that's also been a no go.” I groaned again as I turned back to Amelia, the thoughts weighing heavy on my mind. “There are too many variables to consider,” I muttered.

Amelia nodded again as I stretched again, trying to take my mind off the looming notions. “Just give it some time.” She said comfortingly. “Something might strike you in a month or so. You won’t know until later.”

I nodded as I glanced back at the table holding the lump of rubber. The vise grip was sticking from the table like a malformed hilt.  “I can only hope so,” I muttered in agreement. “Because right now, I have no idea what I'm going to do.”



Before I knew it, I was being woken up by Amelia on the day of my branding. “Get up.” She whispered. “Bulak is here.”

I let out a groan as I sat up. “Why is she here?” I grunted sleepily, still tired from yesterday’s project.

Amelia’s figure gestured towards the door as I reached for my glasses. “She said you have to get ready for the ceremony. You're going to get the brand at noon.” I nodded as I looked around. The morning light seeped into the barn, for once giving an air of warmth to the building. Spring was approaching quickly.

I finally stretched as I turned and dropped to the floor, letting out a low yawn. “Alright, let's do this,” I said as I pulled on my glasses and started walking towards the ladder. I let out another yawn as I climbed downstairs, rungs creaking beneath my weight. Amelia followed as I approached Bulak. She was wearing a poncho similar to the one she wore at the funeral. Though this one was noticeable more vibrant.

Bulak’s smile only added to her outfit as I stopped in front of her. “Is our Champion ready?” She asked encouragingly.

I nodded as I stretched again, glad to see an encouraging expression. “Ready as I'll ever be.” I yawned, rubbing away the last of my drowsiness. Bulak nodded as she turned to lead me out the door. I started to follow, but quickly remembered the vise clamp I'd left on the table. “Hang on a second.” I said as I turned toward the table.” Just let me check one last thing.” Bulak turned to me as I walked over to the table. I unwound the clamp and inspected the lump of rubber beneath it. For the last couple of hours, the material had developed an impression of the clamp. Fortunately, the mark that was left was extremely shallow and superficial, mostly concentrated around where the edge of the clamp had pressed down and cut the rubber. I grinned as I squeezed the hardened mass and saw the mark practically vanish before my eyes. I nodded as I tossed the rubber back onto the table, satisfied with my latest product. I then turned back and joined Bulak by the door. “Let's do this.” Bulak nodded as she turned and pulled open the door leading me outside.

As I was walking out the door, Amelia suddenly grabbed my arm, stopping me before the doorway. “I'll see you at the ceremony.” She said. “I think you'll want some alone time to resolve the last of your hesitations.”

My face fell as I was reminded of my lingering thoughts. However, I pursed my lips before nodding, waving to Amelia as I continued to follow Bulak. “I'll see you then,” I affirmed, hiding the unease that had just swelled up in me. I then turned and continued following Bulak down the hill.

Bulak explained the nuances of the ceremony as we made our way down the hill. “The event will be held in the public square, near the eastern gate. You still have some time before the branding. So, we will use it to ensure that you are properly prepared. Your attire may be comfortable, but it is inappropriate for the ceremony. I have proper attire stored nearby. You may don it once we arrive. There are also some ceremonial paints that you require. Since you do not know how to apply them I shall assist you.” I nodded as we continued walking, past nearly finished houses and other newly repaired buildings. The hostility I encountered when first entering the city was almost entirely gone now, replaced by mostly neutral gestures with a few well wishes sprinkled in. Though they did turn slightly hostile again once we ventured further into the Eastern District. Eventually, Bulak led me to a building next to an open area of cobblestone, most likely the square she mentioned earlier. The raised wooden platform nearby supported my assumption. A burning brazier sat upon it, small embers floating up from the coals before fizzing out. A crowd was already gathering and they glanced my way as I passed. I quickly followed Bulak inside as I felt goosebumps forming on my chest. 

We stepped into a room filled with racks on racks of furs, each of various sizes and seeming from various animals. Bulak led me towards the rear, past the room of furs and into a back room. In there awaited a small group of orcs, who turned to us as we entered. There were four of them in total, either standing or sitting around a small stool. A set of three rough mirrors stood in front of the stool, giving me a slightly muddled vision of myself as I walked closer. A couple of unopened dressers sat along the walls, filling the room with a musky pine scent. “This is the one?” One of them asked.

Bulak nodded as she gestured to me. “This is the Champion.” She confirmed. The orc that had spoken nodded as he moved to circle me, eyeing me up as he did so. He was barely taller than my shoulders, green eyes inspecting all of me as his short dark ponytail swayed side to side.

He tilted his head as he finally spoke again. “Broad shoulders, long torso, he'll require a larger fur. Yagnar, go get the Appaloosa skin. That should work for his Champion's shawl.” One of the others nodded as he turned and disappeared through another door. The first orc then turned back to me as he pulled out a strip of leather and held it up to me, positioning my arm at one point as he measured several parts of my body. Finally, he nodded and walked back over to the stool. “I have a ceremonial shawl you can wear before the event. I should be able to finish your Champion's shawl before it begins.”

I turned to Bulak quizzically. “Champion's shawl?” I asked.

Bulak nodded as she gestured at the orc that just walked back through the other door. He was carrying a large pelt, brown spots dotting the white fur. “Each Champion is given a shawl when they are branded. It is an additional status symbol bestowed upon them in addition to the brand. Spotted animals are not easy to come by. The rarity of the fur makes it highly valued. Even then, to have a shawl worn by a Champion is a high honor.”

I sighed reluctantly as the tailor orc gestured for me to move towards the stool. I complied as I responded to the explanation. “That's assuming anyone would want a shawl worn by an outsider,” I remarked gloomily. “The fur might be rare, but I know there's still a stigma against people like me.”

Bulak shrugged as the orc tossed the fur over my shoulders and began measuring again. “It is a long-held tradition. You may have joined us under extraordinary circumstances, but you still have shown dedication to our traditions. It is only right that you are respected in kind.”

I sighed again as the orc continued to work on me, one particular tradition coming to the forefront of my mind. “It’s probably not going to change things that much,” I muttered. “A lot of them will still hate me and I’m hardly one to show off my chest. I won’t have many reasons to wear the shawl either. The shirts I have are just more comfortable.”

Bulak let out a sigh as the orc continued his work. “The shawl will not give you the honor you deserve.” She replied, almost wistfully. “That is a regrettable fact of our people. You have given so much to help us and they still see you as an outsider.” I let out a sigh as I glanced at one of the mirrors. I could see Bulak in the reflection, glancing towards the door sorrowfully. “I wish that were not the case, but wishes are not so easily granted.” I saw her shake her head as she turned back to me. “No, only you and your actions can sway the thoughts of others. That is how you came to be a Champion. That is how you can sway more to your side.” I let out another sigh as I turned to the other mirror, watching the tailor work away at the shawl, using small needles to pin the fur in place. I looked at my reflection as I pondered Bulak’s words. “The title won’t give me the respect I was hoping for.” I realized. “I should have expected as much, but with all the excitement I guess I got a little bit ahead of myself.” I let out a sigh as I pondered the implications of the idea. “It shouldn’t matter that much. That just means I have to work a bit harder. I have to prove myself to the rest of the city. Prove that I can be trusted. That the ideas I present can benefit others. … Almar can be postponed, at least for a little while. For now, I need to prove to this city that I can be trusted. That I am worthy of the title bestowed to me.”

Suddenly, the tailor orc spoke again, interrupting my thoughts. “Well, I, for one, think it is an honor to have a Champion gracing my shop, even if you are an outsider.”

I sighed as I was reminded of where I was at the moment and not where I wanted to be right now. I tried to turn to the tailor, his position behind me making the task difficult. “I appreciate that, but not everyone is as honored as you are. Hell, I'm pretty sure at least one person out there secretly wants to kill me.”

Bulak shrugged as she moved in front of me, giving me a clear and unmuddled view of her. “That may be, but you have already managed to sway the minds of many of the orcs here. I am confident that you can continue to do so for any others.”

I sighed as the orc finally finished and pulled the skin off me again. “I know you’re right, but I’m afraid that some people just can't be swayed. The ones that already have probably had a subconscious belief that not all outsiders are like Him. I'm just the push they needed to have their opinions change.”

Bulak shook her head again as the orc tossed another fur over my shoulder, this one a solid brown hue. “You underestimate your contribution.” She countered. “You were still the deciding factor in that change. The city would still hate outsiders if it was not for you. … myself included.”

I turned to her nervously as the orc pulled off the shawl and tried another, one of a dark black color. Bulak glanced away as if she suddenly realized what she said. She refused to meet my gaze as I watched her look towards the door. I finally sighed as I relented and turned to watch my reflection again. “I guess you have a point there,” I admitted, trying to encourage her. “I've accomplished feats that would possibly change some perspectives,” I hesitated for a moment then let out a growl as I remembered the angered looks I’d received walking over. “but there's still a lot of orcs that haven't changed. I hate to admit it, but I’m afraid that they’ll never change.”

Bulak turned to me, a look of sympathy on her face.  She seemed about to say something when the front door was pushed open, causing a little bell to let out a small tinkle. She and I turned to the source as heavy boot steps approached the back room. Finally, the door was pushed open and Shurkul stepped through, metal poker resting on his shoulder. “Ah good, you are here.” He remarked, glancing between me and Bulak. “I wanted you to see what is going to mark you.” He then pulled the metal bar from his shoulder and showed me the other end. It was adorned with a series of bent and curved bars that formed a swirling butterfly pattern. The body itself was about as wide as my thumb and the wings that splayed out from the center were at least the width of two hands. Each wing was patterned with two swirls on the upper and lower wing, filling the space that would otherwise be empty. Meanwhile, the antennae ended in their own swirls, almost touching the wings in the process. I felt a pang of regret as I thought ifShel might like it. “It’s a butterfly. Of course she’d love it.”

I let out a sigh and nodded as Shurkul lowered the brand. “That's certainly impressive,” I remarked, fighting the knot of guilt that threatened to well up within me. I turned back to Bulak as I felt my eyelids dampen slightly. “I'm guessing this means it's almost time?” I asked, hoping this could be over quickly.

Bulak gave me a look of sympathy and shook her head. “There is still time before your ceremony,” She replied softly. “Your approval was the last affair to bring to order. You may collect yourself if you wish.” I sighed as I glanced back at the metal rod, rubbing my chest nervously. “What am I afraid of? Is it a misunderstanding? Am I uncertain of how the orcs will view me? The brand will only afford me the privileges they allow. If they despise me, it won’t do jack shit. If they knew more about me, they might be open to the idea.” I reached up and scratched my face as I closed my eyes and contemplated my feelings. “I could always ask for the ceremony to somehow be modified, make the orcs present more informed on why I fought. That won't do; it wouldn't help anyone after the ceremony in understanding my motivations. If I want them to understand, I need it to somehow stick out after the ceremony. The butterfly symbol is unorthodox, but there are still expectations of the kind of person a Champion is. I need to-”

I opened my eyes as my mind suddenly clicked and the pieces fell into place. I turned to Bulak with a deadly serious expression as the orc pulled the shawl off my shoulder again. “Can I make a change to the ceremony?” I asked, my nervousness dissipating.

Bulak tilted her head as she gave me a look of confusion. “It depends on the change. Unless you have a good reason for it, I cannot guarantee it will come to fruition.”

I nodded as I glanced at the brand again, my unease replaced by determination. “Don't worry, this is definitely a good reason.”



It took me a while to convince the others to go through with my plan; Shurkul specifically, considering he was tasked with applying said brand, but after a long-winded explanation he finally agreed to it. “If you are sure it will help you attain better footing with the other orcs and supposedly ‘preserve the honor' of the other Champions, I suppose I can comply with your request.”

I nodded as I turned to Bulak, her face contorted as she continued to consider my request. “You must be certain of this.” She warned. “This brand is not something that can be undone, not once the mages heal you and enchant the wound.”

I nodded determinedly as I glanced at the piece of metal. “It feels like the right thing, all else considered. I think I even have a speech planned out. Once everyone out there understands, that'll spread through the city and then Gashur. It'll be perfect to convince the rest of them to trust me.”

Bulak paused, then sighed, moving over to one of the dressers and opening a small drawer. “I would try to convince you to reconsider, but we run short on time. I doubt I could convince you to change your decision anyway. Now don your ceremonial shawl. Apply this to the area where you want the brand.”

She then turned and tossed a clear glass bottle over to me, sloshing about with a clear liquid. I caught it and examined the flask, the smell of alcohol radiated from the glass. “Anesthetics?” I guessed, looking up at Bulak. “Something to dull the pain?”

Bulak nodded as she walked back over. “It will not eliminate your pain entirely, but it will greatly reduce it.”

I nodded as I looked back at the flask, clear liquid continuing to sway as I examined it. Finally, I tossed the vial back to Bulak, unopened. “Bonus challenge, I'm going to do it without painkillers.”

 Bulak looked at me skeptically as she caught the bottle. “Are you certain?” She asked. “This brand is by no means gentle. Champions used to go hoarse without this.”

I nodded as I started pulling off my shirt, discarding it to the floor as I explained. “If I'm going to make an impression, the emotions need to be real. You guys may be tribalistic, but empathy can override tribalism.” Bulak was about to protest again, but I stopped her. “Don't worry about me, I was stabbed several times and broke a few bones in the process. Compared to those, this'll be a cakewalk.”

Bulak paused again, considering my additional request. Finally, she sighed and returned the flask to the drawer. “Then I suppose you had better get ready; the ceremony will be starting soon.” I nodded as the tailer orc stepped forward and handed me one last shawl, the black one that I had worn earlier. I took it and draped it over my shoulders, letting the fur fall down my back as I glanced down at my denim-covered legs.

I looked up at Bulak as a thought occurred to me. “I hope the pants aren't going to be a problem,” I remarked. “I don't think I'm comfortable wearing a loincloth yet.”

Bulak chuckled slightly and shook her head in response. “That will not be a problem.” She replied. “You merely need the shawl for the ceremony. The rest is optional.”

I nodded as I glanced towards Shurkul. “How do I look?” I asked. “Anything I need to do before going out there?”

Shurkul looked me up and down for a minute, then shook his head. “I believe you have adequately prepared.” He then reached down and picked the brand back up. “I will await you on the platform.” I nodded as he turned and walked back out the door, footsteps rippling through the floor as he went. I let out a sigh and looked down slightly when I finally heard the bell marking Shurkul's egress. My heart was starting to pound in my chest as I considered the near future. “One more step. In for a penny, in for a pound.”

I glanced up at Bulak as I started to hear my heart in my ears. “What do you think?” I asked, spreading my arms out to show off the shawl. It covered my entire torso in its heavy embrace. “Would you look at someone like me and think, ‘Champion'?” I genuinely hope she liked it.

Bulak paused again, rubbing her lower lip with her thumb as she stared at me. She then took a step forward and placed a hand on my shoulder, causing my heart to go slightly faster. “I believe that all depends on you. If you present yourself as a Champion, they will believe you to be one, even if they despise you for it.”

I chuckled as I let out another breath of air as a familiar phrase waddled through my mind. “Fake it till you make it.” I then grinned as I looked up at Bulak. “Let's do this,” I said encouragingly.

Bulak grinned in response and nodded before letting go and leading me back towards the door. The smell of fresh fur was potent as we walked through the shop. The racks were weighed down by the fur as I was weighed down by mine. Finally, we reached the front door and we stepped back into the square. The noise of a crowd washing over me as we stepped back into the light. I looked around apprehensively at the orcs in the square. They were focused on the platform I saw earlier. Shurkul was currently standing on it, staring intently at the brazier in front of him. Bulak led me along the square and towards the platform as people turned to watch us. I ignored them and focused on following Bulak, the dark fur quickly heating up under the exposed sun, contrasting my exposed skin in the cool air. We finally climbed up the stairs and onto the platform, my eyes turning to the apparatus in the center. It was a chair-like structure, back angled out forty-five degrees and without arms. Bulak had explained it was meant to allow the subject to brace against the back without it looking like they were bracing. I followed her to the center and stopped when she stopped. Instinctively, I turned and stared out at the gathered crowd. Hundreds of eyes stared back, judging me. I let out another breath as I forced my back to straighten, looking out confidently at the orcs.

Bulak waited for a minute, eyes scanning the gathered crowd then addressed the crowd in a booming voice. “The Profession Of Warrior Is Hard To Obtain. To Receive The Title Of Champion During Your Profession Is Harder Still. Today, We Honor One That Has Manage Both In The Span Of A Few Weeks. One That Has Joined Our Ranks Under Unique Circumstances But Has Since Shown His Allegiance To The Tribe State Of Gashur. Today, We Honor Dexter As A Champion And Bestow Upon Him His Emblem Of Champions.” She then turned to the other side of the platform. I followed her lead as I felt a heavy foot make an impact on the platform. Dubak had stepped onto the stage, massive battle axe gripped tightly in his hand. He walked towards us, each footstep making another impact on the sturdy wood. I couldn’t help but swallow nervously as he loomed closer. Finally, he stopped and let the end of the grip fall and rest on the wood.

Dubak stared at me as he let the silence hang in the air, his eyes a mixture of hesitation of appreciation. Finally, he spoke in an equally reverberating voice, addressing me as well as the crowd around us. “Will You Serve This City And This Tribe To Defend Me And Those I Reside Over?”

I nodded and tried to mimic the speech voice but fell short as the butterflies threatened to escape me. “To The BeSt Of My Ability.” I stammered.

Dubak nodded reassuringly, giving me a sense of ease in the situation, before continuing his speech. “Will You Work To Improve The State Of The Tribe And Allow Us To Reach Greater Heights?”

I nodded again, swallowing as I did, determined to speak clearly. “To The Best Of My Ability,” I replied, this time voice unwavering.

Dubak nodded again as he continued. “And Will You Work To Preserve The Peace, Both Within These Walls And Without?”

I grinned briefly, the dawning of the reality of the situation finally coming into focus, and nodded again. “To The Best Of My Ability.” I beamed, grinning wide at the idea.

Dubak nodded and lifted his battle-axe again. He lowered it so that the flat of the blades barely touched each of my shoulders as he continued one last time. “Then I, Dubak Farod, Officially Declare You, Dexter, A Champion. You Shall Henceforth Hold The Title, Champion Of The Butterfly.” There was brief applause following that declaration, echoing around the square as a drumming sound joined the chorus. Upon that, Dubak gestured towards the chair. I complied and lifted the shawl off my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor as I stepped towards the structure. I knew I was supposed to sit back to back with it, but for my plan I straddled the seat, chest pressing into the back, allowing me to look out at the crowd. They seemed visibly confused as I folded my arms around the wood and pressed my knuckles together, bracing for the pain. I briefly heard movement behind me before a few whispers drifted over me. I couldn't hear the words they exchanged, but I wasn't told to change positions. After another minute I heard the shifting of wood and a puff of embers floated out from just beyond my vision. I felt my pulse quicken and sweat start to sprinkle my back as I sensed an increase in heat just behind me. I gritted my teeth as the anticipation hung in the air.

The wait was agony. Time almost seemed to slow as I sat there, ready for the branding that was to occur. I had one more minute to wait, but it felt like an hour before I finally felt something red hot pressing into my back, causing an overwhelming wave of pain wash over me. I yelped before gritting my teeth and letting out a pained groan as I felt Shurkul press the brand into my back. My muscles tensed and I heard several of my joints let out a low pop. It was like an inferno was tap dancing across my body. The pain came in wave after wave and didn't let up for a second. The brand was held there for what felt like several minutes as the smell of burning flesh filled the air. I tried not to give too much thought to that, only fought desperately to stay still as the brand did its job. Sweat poured down my face as I began to pant heavily. My stomach churned angrily from the pain, threatening to void my breakfast if the pain didn’t stop soon. Finally, I felt Shurkul release me and I let my head fall forward, sweat dripping down as I panted. Despite the dew on my face, my mouth felt dry and I swear I could taste a bit of acid from my stomach. I took a minute to compose myself, letting the ebb and subside before I finally straightened and stood up from the chair. I staggered for a moment, my legs protesting at the sudden decision to stand after the event of firey pain on my back.

I swallowed the protested and stood straight to address the crowd in front of me. I felt more drops of sweat drip down my body, despite the cool air, as I panted for a few more minutes. I sighed as I let my mind clear. I had no speech planned out, though I wish I did. Maybe then I could be more sure of what to say next. This moment though, I decided to speak from the heart. If nothing else, the orcs would listen to what my heart has to say. Finally, I started my speech, voice carrying as much of a boom as I could muster. “I Did Not Join You Under Normal Circumstances.” I began, trying to capture the same power and authority that Bulak and Dubak had before. “I Was Torn From My Own And Thrust Into This One. During My Stay Here I Have Learned Of The Hardships And Conflicts You Face On A Daily Basis. Since Then, I Have Grown To Care For This Place I Now Call Home And The People That Reside Here, Though I Miss My Own Home Dearly. In The Course Of These Events, There Are Those That Lost Their Lives, Despite The Efforts Of All Here. I Have Since Chosen To Join The Fight In Their Protection; So That All Those Here Will Not Repeat The Deaths Of Those Lost. That Is Why I Have Chosen To Move My Champion's Brand; To Remind Myself And Those Around Me Why I Fight; Not For War, Or Glory, Or Fame, But For Those That Cannot Fight For Themselves.”

I then raised each hand as I continued. “In My Right Hand, I Will Carry My Sword Into Battle, To Slay Those That Would Do Them Harm. In My Left Hand, I Will Carry My Shield; So That Even If My Sword Breaks I Will Be Able To Defend The Innocent And Protect Them From Harm. That Is Why I Fight And That Is Why I Shall Continue To Fight For Those That Cannot.” I then turned around to display the mark, seeing the look of suspicion on Dubak's face and the grin currently gracing Bulak's. I then raised my left hand triumphantly, fingers clenched into a fist, and shouted equally defiantly. “FOR THE PEOPLE OF GASHUR!” A new wave of applause radiated from the crowd behind me, much louder than before, echoing around the square as I finally let out a relaxed breath. I had won them over. They would know my intentions. I grinned slightly, briefly forgetting the pain currently radiating throughout my body. I finally let my arm fall back to my side as Dubak gestured me forward. I complied as I noticed the tailor orc stepping up onto a platform, carrying a white skin covered in dark spots.

Dubak turned to him and took the skin. “Thank you, Nildud.” Dubak voiced. He then turned and presented the fur to me as I felt another wave of agony wash over me. “Your shawl.” He explained.

I nodded as I took the fur, draping it over my arm. “I don't think I can take any pressure there right now,” I explained quietly, doing my best not to move my back.

Dubak nodded as he gestured towards the end of the platform. “A mage will be with you shortly. Go and rest back at your abode. I imagine you have much to think about.” I nodded as I started shuffling towards the end, the brand making it difficult to concentrate on movement.

I felt Bulak's hand on my shoulder as she began helping me down from the platform. “Allow me.” She said softly, doing her best to avoid agitating the mark on my back. I nodded as she began leading me back to the barn, being careful not to touch the extremely sensitive burn mark currently sizzling on my back. I suddenly felt a softer hand on my other shoulder and I turned to see Amelia wincing beside me.

She grinned as she saw my expression of pain and exhaustion. “That was very inspiring.” She said encouragingly. “I doubt there was a better way you could have put that.” I chuckled and nodded then stumbled slightly as another wave of pain washed over me. “This is going to be one painful hour.” I thought as we started climbing the hill.



I finally stumbled weakly into the barn, sweat practically flowing from my face now. Amelia rushed ahead and cleared a few things off the nearest table. Bulak helped me limp over as another wave of pain radiated from the brand. I laid on the table as I felt more beads of sweat drip from my body. I folded my arms in front of me and buried my head in them as I felt more pain wash over me. “It looks good,” Amelia said encouragingly, lightly touching the skin around the brand. “I don't suppose you have any aloe in the car?”

I let out a groan as I shook my head. “Not really something you need in a city like Atlanta,” I grunted, holding back the pain as best I could. “I was lucky to have what I did when I came here. Right now, I'm wishing I brought some painkillers.”

I felt another hand on my other shoulder and I turned to see Bulak's comforting smile stare back at me. “That was the purpose of the bottle.” She said, half laughing.

 I let out a laugh of my own as I cradled my head in my arms again. “And here I was thinking it would be badass to forgo said bottle,” I said jokingly. I let out a grunt as another wave of pain wash over me. My entire left side felt like it was burning. “For now, I think I'm just going to wait this out. I doubt that bottle would do anything now but worsen the pain.” I heard silence, then two pairs of footprints walking away followed by the shifting of weight onto a chair. The other set of footprints continued briefly before the sound of a chair being dragged across the floor filled the barn. I looked up in time to see Bulak sitting down in a chair in front of me. I grinned slightly as I let my head rest on my hands and stared at her. “This is good too,” I whispered. Bulak grinned in kind as she folded her arms in front of her chest and crossed her legs. I sighed as I sat there silently, enjoying the company amidst the pain. Somewhere out of my field of vision, I heard Amelia mutter something about a camera.

It took another half an hour for the mage to arrive. He spent only a minute on my wound, the pain vanishing quickly as he worked, before angling up a mirror for me to see. “This would have been easier had it been on your chest.” He muttered.

I nodded as I stared at the brand, the darkened and raised skin proudly displaying the swirling emblem I'd chosen. The butterfly's antennae were angled towards my shoulder, centered just to the left of my heart. It looked as if a large butterfly had landed on my shoulder blade. “To be fair, I came up with the idea only a few hours before the ceremony,” I said, unphased by the mage’s muttering. “I didn't go down there expecting to have my back branded. I probably messed up a few of my back muscles in the process.”

The orc shrugged as he put the mirror away and finished packing up. “In any case, you are now a Champion. Understand that much will be expected of you because of this. You may even be asked to resolve some petty squabble between two individuals. In that case, your word will hold the same power as the chief, within reason.”

I nodded as I turned and sat up. Muscles glad to be moving again. I turned to the orc as he started walking towards the door. “You won't have to worry. I'll make sure to help out whenever I can.”

The orc continued walking as he waved goodbye. “The people will expect it.” He warned before walking out the door. I nodded as I dropped down from the table and reached for another shirt.

Bulak stepped beside me as I pulled the fabric over my head. “What now?” She asked, concerned. “Will you go see my uncle?”

I thought about it for a second then shook my head as I flattened the cloth across my chest. “It's too soon for that; I don't even have a weapon yet. If I want him to help me, I'm going to need something he'll be impressed with. No, right now I'm going to finish the autoclave and get ready for my classes. I'll probably come up with something in the next month or so.” I then grabbed my backpack and sighed as I stared at the door. “For right now, I need some more sap.” I then quickly wrapped my arm around Bulak in a quick hug then began walking towards the door, waving goodbye to Bulak as I did so. “I'll see you later,” I called. Bulak grinned warmly and waved in kind as I stepped out the door and towards Mabel's clearing.



I stepped through the archway again as I felt the fabric rub on my wound. It had rubbed all the way here and I still wasn’t used to the feeling of it. I looked around as I noticed the milkweeds were absent from the center. The animals took no notice of me as I walked forward, looking around skeptically. “Mabel?” I called out. The air held a palpable silence as I got closer to the center. I looked down at where the milkweeds had been earlier, grass still stained with the latex sap that dripped from their stems. I looked around as I called out again. “Mabel?” I called loudly. Still nothing. I looked around at the animals. They munched lazily and still ignored me. I called out one last time. “MABEL?” This bellow finally got a response. I felt something pounce on my back, pushing me forward slightly. I instinctively responded by reaching up and behind me to grab whatever was clinging to my back. I grabbed a large tangled mass and pulled it forward, bending over as I did so and causing the figure to flip over me and land with a large wham on the ground in front of me. I pulled my fist back to strike but stopped as I saw Mabel's laughing form grinning up at me. “Shit, Mabel. Don't scare me like that.” I unclenched my fist and offered my hand.

She took it and I hauled her up as she continued laughing. “Apologies; I saw an opportunity to test you again and I just could not resist.”

I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head. “Just don't do that often. I don't need a heart attack every time I come down here for sap.” Mabel nodded as she gestured at the ground. Another dozen tendrils sprouted from the ground and carried more clay jars. Mabel had one of them hand a jar to me as the rest laid theirs on the ground. I took the jar and slipped it into my backpack as I stared at the collection of jars before me. “That's a lot of sap,” I remarked.

Mabel nodded happily as she grinned at them. “It only took a day to harvest. I am now certain I overdid it when it comes to my modifications.” The way she said that made me think she wasn’t regretting the decision.

I nodded as I glanced at the now empty patch of grass. “I'm assuming the milkweeds are now somewhere in the forest.”

Mabel nodded as I knelt and began packing the jars into my pack. “They were starting to become an eyesore, so I moved them.” She replied, kneeling next to me. She watched me carefully set jar after jar in my bag. I hadn’t noticed at first, but she was giving me a strange look. Suddenly, she reached over and lifted the back of my shirt, exposing my brand to the forest air. “When did you get this?” She asked curiously, rubbing one of the swirling wings.

I let out a small laugh as I set the last jar into my pack. “To be honest, not three hours ago. It's just one of the great things about being Champion.”

Mabel gasped as she suddenly let my shirt fall again. “A Champion?” She asked, amazed. “That is certainly a high honor, especially among the orcs. I suppose it must come with many privileges if your burn looks like that.”

I chuckled again and nodded. “It's actually how they mark their Champions; that way there can't be people laying false claims.”

Mabel raised her eyebrows higher. “That is how they honor them? I knew the orcs were primitive, I didn't know they were barbaric.”

I shrugged at that remark. “To be honest, it's not that bad. Modern human cultures have a similar tradition, though this is definitely not part of my culture. The only reason it's healed right now is because of the aftercare they provided. Magic is really useful when you know how to use it.”

Mabel paused, then shrugged as we stood and I set the pack back onto my shoulders. “I suppose you have a point. Magic is certainly a useful tool. It is a shame that not everyone can use it.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the tree line. “That seems to be the way of things.” I agreed. “Anyway, I should get back home. I still have an autoclave to finish.” Mabel nodded as she waved me off and I started making my way back to the barn. “Quartz production, here I come.”
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It took another day to finish the seal for the autoclave. I'd thought about making an exact mold for the rim, but I quickly realized I could just make a big disk and cut out the part I didn't need. Fortunately, the stove was big enough to hold the unvulcanized sap. A few pieces from a rotting chair meant I had a makeshift compass to draw out a circle for the sap itself. Once the mold was well underway, I flipped through the second volume of the Metallurgy and Materials book and found the entry on quartz. I carefully read through the pages and found the necessary information; thankfully it had a paragraph on the synthetic variety. All that was left to do was suspend the seed crystal. I let out a curse as I read the entry again. Platinum Wire. “Of Fucking Course, I Need A Metal That Doesn't Exist Here. After All That Effort, Of Course, Something Like This Just Fucks Me! Calm down, deep breath, in and out. It could just be a suggestion. It could work with a different kind of metal. If I really wanted to, I could probably see if one of the books lists this thermal expansion index. At best, I have something that works just as well. At worst, I make do with what I got.”

I let out a sigh as I turned and reached for the chemistry book, quickly going through the index to find the entry on thermal expansion. I found it and began reading through the equations and index list of various metals. I quickly settled on the nickel; I had a small spool of it in my electrical kit and I was pretty sure the orcs could find some if they started prospecting for it. “The only disadvantage is the susceptibility of it to acidic solutions. Then again I doubt the acid they gave me is that strong. I could probably manage a couple of months with the wire, especially considering I only have the thicker variety left. All that's left is to set it up.” I then turned back to the enchanted stove and began working, carefully balancing the equations to make sure I wasn't about to overdo any key detail of the autoclave. After another few hours, I finished prepping the cauldron and began preparing the first batch. I choose the largest crystal from the bin and strung the nickel wire through it, draining the last bit of power from my cordless drill in the process. “I'll need to use a hand drill for future batches, at least until I replicate the battery and find a source of power. I should try and find out how much energy that lightning stone actually makes.” I finished up my apparatus and began adding crystals to the cauldron. They would serve as material for the new crystal. The material dissolving from them and hopefully collecting on the one I’d suspend above. I lowered the lid on top once I was done and began using what remained of the disassembled chair to clamp the lip on top. I sat down with a sigh as I finished tightening the vise clamps onto the rim and reached down to set the temperature the stove would be maintaining for the next month. With the entire process complete, I sat back and waited. …. “I just realized how long this is probably going to take. … Oh well, might as well study up on some spells.”

Suddenly, Amelia was looking over my shoulder, causing me to jump when I noticed her. “Jesus, don't do that.” I sighed.

Amelia grinned slightly as she straightened and examined the completed stove carefully. “You done with the quartz thing?” She asked.

I sighed and nodded as I gestured at the completed construction, running through the theory of it one more time. “As done as I can be without knowing the exact temperature. I'll probably have to open this tomorrow to make sure I'm not melting the seed crystal.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced at my car. “You sure you don't have some sort of thermometer lying around?”

I let out an aggravated sigh as I shook my head. “Gee, if only I'd have thought of that,” I said, a little angrily. I only now realized I was exhausted.  “Unfortunately, the only time you need a thermometer for a car is making sure your engine isn't fucking overheating. Which is already built into the car, so it's not even something I can use on anything else. So excuse me if I already know that I don't have a thermometer.” The last bit of my words carried a bit of venom that I'd been keeping down for the last couple of days. Amelia took a step back as she stared at me, shocked. I let out a defeated sigh as I vigorously rubbed my head. “I'm sorry. I've just been a bit aggravated for the last couple of days. The ceremony was a welcome distraction, but it's far from the catharsis I need.”

Amelia paused, then sighed, rubbing her head gently. “It's okay. You didn't mean anything by it. You're just a little high strung. Just about anyone can see that.”

I nodded as I let out another sigh and stared at the impromptu autoclave. “I'll probably go for a jog after this; let off some steam.” I sighed, stifling the last of my aggression.  “Besides, I still want to train up my stamina. We still have a long way to go in terms of magic.”

Amelia grinned at the thought before turning to move back to the spellbook she'd been reading. “That's probably a good idea. Just don't overdo yourself.” She warned as she sat back in front of her texts.

I nodded as I made one more minor adjustment to the stove. “This should be finished in a couple of weeks, assuming the temperature is correct. It sucks that they don't have an official temperature scale, then I might be able to more reliably make some of the materials I need. . . It can't hurt to check the car one last time, just to be sure.” I stood and stretched as I made my way over to the car. A thin layer of dust had collected on the surface. It wasn’t good at all that it was just sitting here. I was tempted to try turning it over just to check if the battery was still good. I decided against it though. No point in it anyway. I wasn’t about to spend time fixing a car I’d never get to use. It was nice and all, but the quarter tank of gas would only get me so far. No, I needed to build my own method of transport. Preferably one that was compatible with the system I was already familiar with.

I opened each door and began combing through the various pouches and compartments for any sort of thermometer. Sadly, that wasn't the case. The only thing I learned was the compressor hidden in the rear of the car had developed a leak and was now empty. “At least I have a pressure gauge. I can eventually disassemble it to see how it works and make another one out of what the orcs have, though that might take some time. Scratch that, that would take an exorbitant amount of time. Especially making one that was as accurate as the one I had.”

I let out a sigh as I closed the last door and began moving toward the barn door. “I'll see you in a bit,” I said, walking past Amelia. She continued to stare intently at the book as she waved goodbye. I took a few more steps towards the door before faltering, a fragmented memory suddenly sticking in my mind. A low powered display sat in a black and red space, measurements for Fahrenheit and Celsius flashing on the screen. I closed my eyes as I realized I recently saw the device in question and was now desperately trying to recall where I'd seen it. I remembered the smell of metal and oil accompanying the sight. I turned to my tool bucket as the memory solidified and I remembered where I'd seen it. “I'm going to feel like a really big asshole if it's there.” I thought as I walked over. I only had to sift through the bucket for a few minutes before pulling out the device I was looking for. A tiny LCD screen greeted me as I opened my hands. I could feel a metal rod folded into the underside, blackened slightly from the smoky air it had undoubtedly measured.

I let out a curse as I turned to Amelia. “I feel like a giant asshole,” I said, holding up the device.

She looked up from her book and turned to me, confused. “Why is-” She stopped as she saw the device and immediately stood to walk over and examine it. “Is that a thermometer?” She asked curiously.

I nodded as I lowered the device and flipped the prod out from underneath, demonstrating its functionality. “I think my uncle left it in the bucket when he borrowed some of my dad's tools. He had a smoke out a couple of months ago and probably forgot about this one when he returned them.”

Amelia gently picked up the thermometer and examined it. “Lucky you.” She remarked. “If it weren't for him, you probably wouldn't have this.”

I nodded as she handed it back to me and I moved back over to the stove. “I certainly lucked into this one. At least now I've got a more accurate measurement of the stove. I could even write a scale on the side of the knob when I have the chance.” Amelia nodded as she moved back over to her spellbook and I crouched beside the stove, continuing to work. I spent another half an hour adjusting the knob, zeroing in on the exact temperature I needed for the autoclave. Finally, I was done and I was heading out the door again, psyching myself up for the arduous journey I was preparing for myself. “Weapon for the orcs. Unite the tribes. Prepare to move out, head to Adympia, then conquer it. After that . . . maybe find a way home.” I glanced down at my digital watch. The date it displayed said it was early February. “About a week before Megan's and Steven’s birthday. She'll be starting high school in a few months. I wonder how they're doing. They're probably still looking for me. Hell, knowing them, they'll be searching the roads themselves. Nathan would probably hack my phone history and find out exactly where I went missing. They wouldn't give up easily either. They'll be searching for me for the next couple of months.” I let out a sigh as I glanced around. I'd started to walk down the hill, forgoing the jog I'd set out to complete. I shook my head as I focused on the present and what I needed to do. “I can worry about them later; once I learn how to get back. If there's a way to get here, there's almost definitely a way to get back.” I let out another sigh then started breathing rhythmically with my steps as I began jogging down the hill. My heart started to beat faster as I continued running, the wind blowing past my face and ground crunching beneath my feet before I reached the cobblestone streets. I continued to jog as I tried to devise a weapon for the orcs, designs constructing and then discarding themselves as they wandered through my mind. The sun continued its slow path along the sky as the innumerable ideas came and went, each discarded design slowly adding to the aggravation I was trying to dispel. I wasn’t good at this stuff.



I spent the next couple of days studying with Amelia, reading through the books we'd gotten from the library, and preparing myself for the classes I'd be taking at the Institute. She even spent some time teaching me Spark and Numbness. Pretty soon, it was the day before classes at the Institute began. We were going through the book on combat magic again, the autoclave letting out a gentle rattling noise as it cooked on the enchanted stove. I let out a sigh as I finished the entry on elemental combat again and stretched in my chair. “What do you think?” Amelia suddenly asked, finally pulling herself from the book. She looked almost at home studying these arcane incantations. “Are we ready for classes?”

I continued stretching as I considered the question. “Without knowing exactly what they'll be talking about tomorrow, we should be ready. As we learn more it should get easier, but for right now there's not much need for concern. We’re prepared to receive however much information they’re ready to throw at us. I just hope they don’t give us something out of left field.”

Amelia let out a chuckle as she grinned at the thought. “I wouldn’t be too worried.” She said comfortingly. “I doubt they’d do that to us on our first day. We might know next to nothing about the subject right now, but that's going to change in the future. Besides, we might even be able to help them improve their spells. We have knowledge of our own, after all.”

I nodded as I glanced at the stacks upon stacks of books around us. Each book was the culmination of hundreds of hours of work and countless minds pooling their experiences to perfect the content. If anything could revolutionize the world, it would be here. I sighed as I turned back to the combat magic I was reading. Above all else, I wanted to be ready to fight. “We certainly have an advantage there,” I replied, absentmindedly listing off the advancements possible with this information. “Just the knowledge on how a car works could revolutionize the orc's world. To be fair, we're taught several of those mechanics in middle school. Just one of our books would help the orcs forward a couple of hundred years of development. It's hard to tell what we'd be able to come up with given enough time.”

Amelia chuckled as she turned the page and continued reading. “I'm honestly kind of curious what you'll come up with.” She remarked, catching me off guard. “With the way Jolagh talks, the orcs are excited about what an outsider can make. I know for a fact I don't possess the weapon development mentality, but I am curious as to what you might make.” I raised my eyebrows slightly as I felt my heart start to beat faster. “I hope I can deliver on the orcs' expectations. Otherwise, I'll need to conquer Adympia the long way, technological development.”

I heard the shifting of plastic beneath the table as Amelia's fingers worked diligently to scramble the cube I'd brought. I cleared my throat and gestured at it as I tried to change the subject. “You really know what you're doing with that. I doubt even my older brother would be able to solve it as fast as you.”

Amelia glanced down at the cube and nodded as she began solving it, the colors quickly shifting to the correct positions as she worked. “I bought a five-by-five version before I went to graduate school. . . I used to scramble it while I studied. . . Whenever I got bored of that I'd try to solve it. . . It would take me five to ten minutes to do it and then I'd get right back to studying.” She then turned and held out the finished cube, beaming wide. “This one is a lot easier in comparison.” She added. I nodded as she turned to glance at the autoclave. She pointed as she set the plastic cube down with a soft clack. “What about that? Are you sure it's working?”

I nodded as I glanced at the gently rattling pot. “I checked it the other day, the seed crystal has gone from murky to clear, meaning the silicon oxide is crystallizing on it. It should be about the size of a baseball in a month, what with all the crystals I put in. I even checked the equations again to be sure. We're well on our way to making synthetic quartz.”

Amelia nodded as she looked back at the book and resumed reading. “That's good to hear. It means we'll have access to manastones aplenty when mass production starts. From what I read on spell construction we might even be able to anchor spells to particular stones. It would mean we'd only have to give the stone a bit of mana to cast a spell. It's probably what Brokil did to that staff.” I nodded as I leaned over and began reading the entry on casting magic in quick succession. “That sounds pretty useful. I'll have to read about that later. Hell, I could probably just make a spell and anchor it to a manastone. Not everyone would be able to use it, but if it's powerful enough that wouldn't exactly matter.” I began stroking my chin as I continued to read with Amelia well into the night, preparing ourselves for the classes ahead.



Amelia and I walked down the street, binders full of paper in each of our arms, and a bundle of books riding in my backpack. I let out a sigh as I stared at the Institute entrance, the ugly building hiding the labyrinth of rooms within. Amelia turned to me as we paused in front of the entrance. “Should we have checked where our classes were. Garahk did give us the same classes, except for the two you wanted to learn early. It might have been a good idea to know where they are.”

I shrugged as I started walking forward. “It doesn't matter now. Besides, they're not even all on the same day. They have it spread out throughout the week. Plus, it says the classes don't start till late morning.” I glanced at my watch. 8:43 “I estimate another hour before the first class starts. That should give us enough time to scout out all the classrooms we'll be going to, including the two we have separately.” I glanced down at the schedule as I pushed open the front door. “One of them is on . . Motday, Woodsday, and Freeday. The other is on Touday and Thosday.” I let out a sigh as I looked around the entrance hall. “It's going to be a pain to remember these days. At least it's a seven day week; we can think of them like our days of the week.”

Amelia nodded as she looked down at her schedule. “Well, let's go find the rooms. Late morning or not, we still need to find out where they're teaching Basic Magic.”

I nodded as I reached back and pulled a roll of parchment out of my backpack. I unfurled it and revealed the rough map that had been included in the invitation. It currently showed the layout of the first floor of the Institute, rooms outlined and labeled accordingly. “I think it's on the second floor,” I suggested, unfurling the map more and looking at the image above the first floor. A squarish ring greeted me, black dots surrounding it and bleeding onto the ring. I let out a sigh as I scrutinized the image. “This is the upper hall,” I confirmed. “We should be able to get there by going up those stairs.” Amelia nodded as she turned and started climbing the stairs. I followed her as I continued to study the dots lining the square ring. “I don't even know what these are supposed to mark. Some of these are probably really small classrooms, the rest are too close together to even be rooms. You'd expect a place like this to have a better informational layout.” I looked up as we arrived at the sitting room at the top of the steps and walked through the doorway at the other end, stepping into the middle of a long hallway that ended in a bend on either end. Doors lined the hallway. Some had a comfortable amount of room between them while others so close together I was surprised there was a room there at all. I looked down at the room number again and let out a sigh. “Right, orcish numerals. I need to get them to change that. If the Institute adopts Arabic, it'll be easier to get the rest of the city to follow.” I turned and followed Amelia as she started walking down the hall. I turned as I noticed a few doors had different colored lights leaking out from underneath. Blues, greens, and even purples seemed to litter the halls, as scattered about the doors as the doors were about the hall.

Suddenly, Amelia stopped in front of a door, blue light seeping from the cracks in the doorframe. To its left was another doorway, so close that their frames were practically touching. I let out a sigh as I squinted at the label on the right. Room ╲╲╲│ I nodded as I looked up at the door again. “This is it, Basic Magic class.” I then looked down at the schedule again. “Should we look for the others?” I asked.

Amelia shook her head as she stared at the door. “I don't know how there's even a wall between these rooms.” She remarked, ignoring my question entirely. “Never have I seen two doors this close together that weren't part of the same room.”

I looked back up and stared at the frames. “Maybe they are,” I suggested. “Maybe they added this door because that one wasn't big enough. This is Basic Magic. They probably need to get a bunch of students into the room.”

Amelia shook her head as she pointed at the other door. “The label over there says Room thirty-three. Plus, there aren't any lights coming through the door.”

I shrugged as I looked back down at the schedule. “Then there's probably a couple of boards in between the doors. They do have to house two hundred and fifty people here. They probably need to cut a few spatial corners.”

It was Amelia's turn to shrug, but she quickly followed it up by reaching for the door handle. “There's only one way to find out.” She said, pulling open the door and stepping through. I chose to stay outside, re-reading the schedule and trying to extrapolate where each of the rooms would be. “╲╲│, that should be further down this way.╲╲╲│╲ . . . that should be right over there. The courtyard is definitely downstairs.” “Dexter” I looked up as Amelia's calls pulled me out of my thoughts. She was grinning and gesturing for me to follow her into the room, head poking out from the left side of the frame. “Check this out.” I looked at her skeptically then followed her into the room. I looked around in amazement as I stepped into a massive lecture hall, impossibly large compared to the hallway outside. The room was lined with old desks, similar to what you'd find in a medieval scribing room. A dozen or so gently glowing orbs floated about the room, lighting the area around where people were. Several orcs were even sitting farther down the room, chatting amongst themselves as they waited for their class to start. I turned to Amelia as she gestured at the wall within. “Wait, wall?” I stared in disbelief at the four feet of wall before it turned into a corner. I ran my hand along the surface just to be sure. “That's not supposed to happen.” I turned and rushed back out the door, checking to make sure the door really was there on the other side. I continued to stare in confusion as the door seemed to stare back.

I re-entered the room and stared at the barren stretch of wall. “That just isn't possible,” I muttered.

Amelia nodded as she glanced at the orcs further into the room. “Unless you use magic.” She suggested slyly.

I paused then nodded as I followed her gaze down to the orcs. They were scattered about the front of the room, each desk loaded with their own books, either textbook or notebook I couldn't really tell. They were sitting in the chairs and on desks in ways you'd expect students to sit, sometimes shifting to get into a more comfortable position. They all wore the same fluffy shawls that mages wore, those these seemed a bit rougher than others. I squinted slightly as I realized they looked about as old as the orcs that had entered the Arena with me. “You've got a point,” I remarked, turning back to Amelia. “They must have some kind of magic expansion spell. Should we ask them?” I pointed down towards the students. They were beginning to notice us.

Amelia glanced down at them then shrugged. “They might know about it, they might not. It all depends on what class they're in.” I nodded as I scrutinized the orcs. They hadn't quite noticed us, a few were glancing in our direction, but hadn't notified the other.

I shrugged as I turned to Amelia. “There's only one way to find out.” I then turned to the others and shouted. “Which Class Is This For?”

They all turned to me as Amelia grimaced and tried to hide her face. A few of them glanced at each other, but one of them spoke up loud and clear. “This Is Basic Magic Class. You Might Want To Find Your Seats. He Will Be Here Shortly.”

Amelia and I turned to stare at him, confused. “I Thought That Wasn't Until Late Morning,” I asked. “It’s only … nine o’clock.”

The orc nodded as he gestured for us to hurry. “It Is Late Morning. The Class Starts Soon.”

I turned to Amelia, realizing our schedule had been off. “We better take our seats.” She nodded as she hurried down the room. We took our seats and waited for the class to start. “What do we know about the teacher?” I asked curiously, turning to Amelia.

Amelia shrugged as she opened her binder and began reading from the paper within. “Only that his name is Orakh. The schedule doesn't tell us anything else.”

I nodded as I glanced around the room. “Well, we better be ready for anything. Good, Bad, even the annoying. I've improved their image of humans, but there's no telling who has a positive outlook on us and who doesn't.” Amelia nodded as she closed the binder and looked up and we began the wait. After thirty minutes, and a few more orcs filling the room, murmuring along the way, the teacher finally entered through the door and began walking to the front of the room. A satchel was draped across his torso, old leather straining from the tomes within.

He was relatively tall, dark ponytail swaying as he walked along the desks, brown eyes scanning the room as he went. “Good morning class, I expect you all read the required material. I also hope your family time went well.” He faltered as he spotted me and Amelia. He let out a sigh as he closed the gap between him and the front of the room and placed his satchel on the large desk there. “Of course, I should have expected you two. For those somehow yet uninformed, both our outsider friends seem to have an ability for the arcane arts. They have been given special permission by Elder Mother Garahk to learn at the institute, dropping in halfway through the year. If you want my personal opinion, they should have had to wait for the new year, if not for the new cycle to begin. But, since I have no say in the matter, here they are. I will assume you two have read the supplementary material and will jump into today's lesson. You will, of course, be responsible for the homework that we have done up until today. I will also have you schedule supplementary examinations to ensure you are not trailing behind the others.” I felt my face twitch as he finished shitting on our presence. “Of course, we get a teacher that already doesn't like us. I just hope not everyone is like that.” “Now then, we shall begin. Who can tell me the mana cost ratio of instant transportation spells?” Several people raised their hands, including me and Amelia. He looked at us skeptically. “You two? What could you possibly know about such a spell?”

The entire class turned to us. Amelia looked around a little uneasily while I tried to answer confidently. I remember going over a bit of it last night with Amelia. “That . .um . actually depends on the circumstances, sir. I-If you want a short-range teleport it's one for every five yards. If you want a long-range one it's one for . . every quarter mile. I also read that distance can be complicated by factoring in something called a beacon. Which, depending on the quality of it, is supposed to make that distance two to tenfold. So, if you don't mind me asking, could you clarify the scenario you're using?”

The room was silent as I finished speaking. Orakh's distaste had turned to curiosity. “How do you know of beacons? Their mere existence is not covered in our material. Where could you have learned about it?”

I shrugged and gestured towards my backpack near my feet as I explained. “I read about it from a different book. One I borrowed from the library.” I explained simply.

Orakh looked confused for a minute, then understanding flashed across his face. “Which one- . . . Ah, Utility For Beginners?” He asked in response. I nodded. Orakh then turned and started pacing along the front of the room. “Am I correct in assuming you have read a majority of this text?”

I thought for a minute then shook my head. “Not a majority.” I clarified. “I’ve skimmed a lot of the text and tried to keep a note on the more interesting techniques though.”

Orakh nodded understandingly as he glanced towards Amelia. “What of you?” He asked. “Have you read supplementary material?”

Amelia hesitated for a moment then nodded. “For the most part, yeah.” She replied. “I couldn’t finish it all, but I could get the basics of many of the concepts.”

Orakh nodded as he glanced between the two of us, almost lost in thought. He finally nodded as he stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Then would you consider demonstrating this knowledge for us? A little Quiz if you will. I am genuinely curious as to how much you already know.”

I glanced at Amelia hesitantly as she shrugged. “The hell is this guy playing at?” “I guess we could do that.” I finally admitted, turning back to Orakh. “Though I hesitate because I'm not sure how much this would reflect on my marks.”

Orakh nodded and reached into his satchel again, pulling out two blank sheets of parchment. He then pulled out an inkwell and set it on the table on top of the pages. A brief moment of gesturing and a quick incantation later, he placed his hand on the two sheets. Ink appeared to materialize on the surface as the inkwell let out a harmonic hum. Orakh then removed the inkwell from the pages and examined the two sheets of lines he had created. With a quick nod, he turned and handed each of the pages to me and Amelia. “I will not mark you for this.” He said, a grin still plastered on his face. “I merely wish to know how much you learned by yourself. If I let you go today I might lose this opportunity because of some of the other classes you have been given.” I nodded as I looked down at the page in my hand. It was laid out like a quiz, blanks denoting places where we were supposed to fill in the information. The first question that stuck out to me was number seven. “What is the most common way for mages to signal over a long distance?” I looked up just in time to see Orakh gesturing again and causing a series of orcish numerals to appear above his palm. “We shall give the outsiders a few moments to complete your examinations. As for the rest of you, read the entry on enchantment, and answer these questions at the end of the chapter. I will expect them by the end of the week.”

A shuffling of paper accompanied Orakh announcement as I glanced towards Amelia. She was already working diligently on her page, her face an expression of concentration. I looked down to my page in kind as I let out a sigh. I began work as I started from question number one. “Who is credited for the creation of the Nocturnal Sight.” I let out a sigh as I cast my mind about.

In total, there were twenty questions on the given sheet of paper. In turn, Orakh gave me and Amelia about twenty minutes to complete the page.  At the end of the time, he stood up in front of the class and clapped his hand, drawing everyone’s attention. “I believe that is enough time.” He said, extending his hand for the paper. Amelia and I handed our pages back and Orakh inspected them closely. He nodded along as he read each question and the response we gave for each of them. All in all, I felt like I did okay. Not fantastic, but well enough, considering I hadn’t heard of magic at the beginning of the year. Orakh finally nodded as he looked between me and Amelia. “I would not consider this the pinnacle of work,” he admitted. “However, considering the two of you were self-educated in these matters, I believe this is far more than I could have hoped for. Excellent work.”

I felt myself grin from ear to ear at the praise. “I’m glad we didn’t disappoint,” I said happily.

Orakh nodded as he examined one of the pages closely. “I commend you, in particular, for this rather detailed response.” He said, turning to Amelia. “I would almost think you had memorized the book’s description of worm venom.”

Amelia grinned and brushed her hair back nervously. “I’ve been told I have a great memory.” She replied sheepishly.

Orakh nodded as he looked down at the pair of pages again, reading them carefully. He stood there for a minute, then turned to address the class again. “Never let it be said that I do not recognize intellectual effort. It would seem our outsider friends have put a great deal into learning magic beforehand. As such, we will continue where we left off and forego the summary I had planned for after the respite.” A small groan filled the classroom. “Now now, if these outsiders are able to learn the material on their own I do not see why you cannot as well. Now then, Let us begin.” He tossed the pieces of parchment and they glided expertly into his satchel. Orakh then turned and gestured with his hand, causing a solid cube to appear beside him. He began his lecture in earnest and the cube morphed, showing images and diagrams as he spoke. I glanced at Amelia and grinned. She grinned back as she opened the binder and began jotting down notes. I followed suit as Orakh continued his lecture.



I honestly don't know what I was expecting from my first magic class. Beyond the little demonstration Orakh had me and Amelia do, he just lectured about the mana cost ratios for various spells and the subsequent cost for each modification, images twisting a morphing as he spoke. It was really extensive and I’m glad I had Amelia to help me go over the material later. With one last gesture, the solid cube beside Orakh vanished and he moved back behind his desk. “You will learn all about this in Spell Construction. So for now, all you need to remember is the various effects of each modification. And with that, I have reached the end of my lecture.” The sound of stuffing books and paper filled the rooms as the students began to file out of class. Me, Amelia, and a few others remained seated as Orakh continued speaking for a short while. “I will expect you all to read up on Conjuration for next class. Until next time.” He then turned to Amelia and me poignantly. “Ensure that you two catch up on the homework I have given out. It should be noted in your syllabus.” We both nodded as we finally closed our binders, beginning to pack our things away.

Amelia and I turned to each other as she tied her satchel shut. “That was certainly interesting.” She said, practically relieved.

I sighed as I finished zipping my books into my bag and slinging it over my shoulders. “It seems magic requires a lot more information than we initially thought,” I remarked, a bit dissatisfied with the idea. “I didn't think the costs would compound so much. I guess not everyone can make it through with a magic discount.”

Amelia nodded as we stood began making our way out of the room. “It's to be expected. Whatever we come up with has probably been thought up before. Our only advantage is our fresh knowledge of the world. Though that cost thing is definitely going to be an obstacle to overcome.”

I nodded as I reached into my backpack and pulled out my schedule. “Well, we better head to the next class. Our last one today is separate, so I guess we'll meet back at the barn once that's done.”

Amelia nodded as we moved along the hall to our next class. “Sounds like a plan.” She confirmed. I nodded as I glanced at the labels on the doors, searching for the one that would lead us to the next lecture. “One class down, only a few thousand more to go.”
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The rest of the day passed by slowly, which was, for once, a good thing. We had a total of three classes that day and I tried to absorb as much as possible from them. The Spell Construction class was actually pretty interesting. Considering it was starting to become increasingly necessary for me to actually create a new spell, I jotted down as much as I could. This teacher did the same thing as Orakh, conjuring up what I can only assume to be an Illusion spell and having it morph as he spoke. Though he only did it occasionally and would just lecture most of the time. Eventually, he reached the end of his lecture and dismissed the class, but not without one last announcement. “I remind all of you that the final project is due at the end of the term. Since we have two new faces I will reiterate the assignment. You are tasked with creating a spell and submitting it to the Institute's Repository. You are not expected to create a battle worthy spell, just create a spell that does not exist yet. You will be marked based on the documents submitted to me and the Repository for the spell you have created, and the accuracy and effectiveness of the spell, and your description of it. Bonus points will be awarded for creativity and usability. Almost any field of magic is open for the assignment, so long as the practice is not prohibited. Beyond that, you are allowed to work in groups, but will need to submit your own copy of the documents for each of you. Beyond that, I have nothing else to say but good luck and have a nice day.”

The next noise that filled the room was one of ruffling parchment and the drag of chairs across the floor. Amelia and I followed suit as we packed our things away and prepared to go to our next classes. “We have a lot of catching up to do there,” I noted as we walked out the door.

Amelia nodded as she drummed her fingers on her satchel thoughtfully. “I'm pretty sure he used some terms I only have a passing notion of. The rest was easy enough to piece together, but I have a feeling those terms are going to be a large part of spell making.”

I shrugged as I reached into my backpack and pulled out my schedule again. “Maybe, maybe not. We can read up on it when we get back. For now, we still have one more class to atte-” I was suddenly cut off as a hand slapped my shoulder and I jumped as I spun to stare at the source. An orc in a fluffy brown shawl grinned back. His dark brown hair was cut unusually short for an orc, nearly matching his shawl in terms of color.

Meanwhile, his hazel eyes seemed to beam up happily at me. “Having a pleasant first day?” he asked happily.

I glanced at Amelia before answering. Her face held the same shocked and confused expression I'm sure I was carrying. “No complaints so far,” I replied, turning back to him, my heart still pounding from the sudden slap. “Admittedly we're a little more behind than we initially thought, but that's nothing a little studying can't fix.”

The orc grinned widely and nodded as he glanced at the crowd walking around us. “I would imagine that to be difficult. Even an experienced mage would struggle to catch up after a single month of absence. I cannot fathom how you will manage to recover from this.”

I shrugged again as the near countless nights of studying and reading I’d already done flashed through my mind. “It'll be tough, but it's more than doable,” I said, trying to keep a positive outlook. “It's just going to take a bit of time.”

The orc nodded again as the crowd finally faded and the door to the classroom closed. “With that being said, perhaps I can assist with that.”

I and Amelia looked at him curiously. Amelia was the first to ask the question. “Are you offering to help us study?” She asked.

The orc suddenly looked uneasy as he scratched the back of his neck. “If you think you need my help.” He said quickly. “I am unsure if you require it.”

I finally chuckled and gestured calmingly at his now uneasy form. “No no, that might be exactly what we need; someone to explain the subject so that we don't start getting into an argument about correct interpretations and whatnot.”

Amelia let out a laugh of her own at that notion. “I doubt we'd argue that much. Besides, what would we argue about?”

I shrugged as I cast my mind about for an example. “Why do physicists debate the properties of the universe? Because they have different experiences and focus on different interpretations. It's not their fault it's so complicated, it's just how it is.”

Amelia’s grin subsided as she shook her head. “But this isn't that complicated. We have a literal guide to the thing we would be discussing. We'd just have to turn to the book if we disagree.”

I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged again as I gestured to the orc. “He could help us avoid them in the first place. Plus, it'll compress our time frame and get us closer to Adympia.”

Amelia pursed her lips and looked up at me annoyedly. “Why do you always say that? What is it with you and compressing time frames?”

I chuckled again and shrugged. “It sounds cooler than saying it saves us some time,” I admitted. “Plus, it instantly makes anything sound important.”

The orc suddenly spoke again, interrupting our conversation. “I was only offering.” He said quickly. “You do not have to accept.”

I shook my head and gestured calmingly at him. “No no, we accept the offer. I think we're just butting heads a bit. Tell you what; we still have one more class to go to, come on up to the barn after that's done and we can start studying. You know where it is, right?”

The orc nodded. “I believe most people know where you reside. You do happen to be the only two outsiders in the entire city.”

I nodded as I glanced at my watch. “We better get going.” I then held out my hand to the orc. “It was nice meeting you . . .”

“Gremach.” He supplied, taking my hand and shaking it.

I nodded as we let go and I glanced at Amelia. “Well, Gremach, we'll see you at the barn.” Gremach nodded as I turned and started walking down the hall, shortly followed by Amelia.

She ran a bit to catch up and started walking beside me. “Are you sure we need his help?” She asked. “We’ve been doing pretty well on our own”

I considered for a minute, then shrugged. “It can't hurt to have an experienced viewpoint.” I countered. “At worst we don't actually need him and end up just studying like normal. At best, he tells us something we didn't know about or wasn't covered in the book and we avoid the headache of finding that out the hard way. Besides, what's the first thing you recommend when someone is struggling in a class?”

Amelia shrugged as she replied. “A tutor, but we're not struggling in the class yet.”

I shrugged as I gestured behind us. “I always thought it best to stay ahead of any potential struggle and right now we're really far behind. We do have an advantage, but that only goes so far. We still need to catch up before any tests come up; there's probably some preliminary knowledge we're lacking to answer any real questions. Not to mention the homework we have to do.”

Amelia paused then shrugged as we started walking down the stairs. “I guess you have a point. There are definitely some limiting factors. Though I doubt this would be much faster.”

It was my turn to shrug as we emerged into the entrance hall. “Still, it's going to help. Now then, where is the courtyard.”

Amelia shrugged as she gestured towards a door. “No idea, but I'm pretty sure my alchemy class starts soon. I better get to the dungeons. I'll see you back at the barn.” I nodded and waved her off as I reached back and pulled the map out again. I scanned the page for a minute before finding a spot in the center of the map labeled Courtyard. It was on the first floor and surrounded by the rest of the institute. I was surprised it existed at all considering, the size of the building itself. I reminded myself of the spacial enchantments that surrounded me as I quickly found a route and set out towards the Courtyard.

It took a little while to walk all that way, surprising considering the size of the building. Eventually, I pushed open a door and stepped into the Courtyard. I looked around in amazement at the large stretch of grass before me, littered with trees and boulders before meeting the opposite side of the Institute, impossibly large for the building I know it was supposed to be within. A group of about twenty orcs was standing near the center, likely discussing the class that was about to begin. I rushed over as I continued glancing around. The occasional window punctuated the wall, spaced kind of like how the doors in the upper hallway were spaced. The courtyard wasn't open to the sky. Rather a glass, or at least what passed for glass, ceiling covered the courtyard, bathing the floor below in murky yellow light. I noticed a pile of satchels near the crowd. I slowed to a stop as I finally arrived at the group of orcs. They all turned to me and gave me quizzical looks. “Do you require something?”

One of them asked. I shook my head as I set my backpack next to the other satchels and began stretching. “I’m here for the class. I wanted a fast track for defensive magic. So, Garahk gave me a defensive combat class.” I explained quickly. The orcs glanced at each other but didn't say anything. I put on a reassuring grin. I knew I was well behind. I hadn’t even taken my first lesson of regular combat magic. “Don't mind me. I'm just going to watch and try to catch up.” The orcs glanced at each other again and one of them seemed about to speak but was interrupted as the door to the Courtyard opened again. In stepped another orc, this one obviously much more experienced. Her shawl was a pale blue color despite the yellow light. Her long black hair was tied into a long braid then fell partway down her back. Her green eyes were scrutinizing a book as she closed the door behind her. I tilted my head slightly as I felt a familiarity coming from her appearance. I could have sworn I saw her face before, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. It was practically burning the tip of my tongue.

She walked over, nose still reading the book thoroughly, and stopped in front of us. She read for another minute before looking up and smiling at us, stopping as she noticed me standing amongst them. “Hello there. Do you require one of my students?”

I shook my head as I took a step forward. “I'm actually here for the class,” I responded. “I hope that doesn't interrupt the schedule you set up.”

The orc paused for a second then closed the book with a loud bang and shrugged. “That depends on what you expect. Do you expect me to set apart my time to ensure you know the necessary prior material? Or will you be the one to attempt to rectify the lack of knowledge you possess?”

I let out an understanding sigh as I nodded. I expected a question like that at some point. Oddly enough, hearing the question from her wasn’t as anxiety-inducing as I thought it would be. “Given that I've dropped in, unannounced, I think it's only fair that I'm the one that fixes the informational gap,” I replied. “I assure you, I’ll do my best to rectify my lack of knowledge and try to be on par with the rest of your students within a month.”

The teacher paused for a moment to consider my response. Then she nodded as she put the book into her satchel and slipped it off her shoulder, setting it on the ground apart from the others. “That is the correct answer. Fortunately, you've arrived just after a respite and that means I have a review for the entire class. You will be required to learn the material I cover, but for now, you can merely stand there and pay attention. You will also, of course, be required to make up any homework we already completed.” I nodded as she glanced at the others, seeming to scrutinize them carefully. Then she gestured with her hand and began her lesson.



The combat class was a lot more hands-on than the others. After her review, she had a short lecture about defending a large group of people, followed by a demonstration of the proper spell. Then she had us lineup and practice certain gestures. I tried to follow along as best I could, but I was too far behind to actually cast the spell. After a while, she had the class pair up and practice the defensive spell, taking turns to test their barriers against certain spells. Given my lack of available knowledge, she handed me a book and told me to study the spells within. I nodded as I sat cross-legged in the dirt and began reading, glancing up from my writing occasionally to watch the others cast their barriers. They seemed a lot more complex than the one I was taught. It spread out to the sides more and seemed to be made of many hexagonal segments rather than one massive shield. The teacher spent the time going around the different groups, giving gentle instructions to help them maintain the barrier. After a while the teacher walked over and sat beside me, gesturing to the book as she did. “How goes your studies?” She asked curiously.

I shrugged as I turned the page to the previous spell. “I've managed to learn one spell, but it's so complex that it would probably take me five minutes to cast it. I definitely wouldn't have been able to learn enough about magic to use it during the rite.”

She nodded as she glanced at the other students. Somewhere down the line one of the barriers was broken. “No one ever seems to comprehend the effort we put into the spell. If you see a mage cast a spell in battle, they have cast it thousands of times in private. Then they must cast it several thousand more to achieve a modicum of ease.”

I nodded as I looked at the spell again, studying the gestures on last time. “It must be that way for a lot of spells,” I added. I grinned to myself as I remembered all the practice I and the other initiates did to prepare for the rite. I could see a few parallels being drawn as I considered the similarities. “It must be a universal concept then.” I continued. “I've been through a bit of what the warriors go through, it's just a bunch of repetition. From what I saw at Sherkul’s forge, the same can be said for his blacksmiths. I know Shurkul forged just about all the items in his shop. I can't imagine how many others he made.”

The teacher paused for a minute then shrugged. “I suppose you are correct. Though I doubt the Warriors have to dedicate as much of their own time as we must.” I nodded as I turned to stare at her. I swear I'd seen her somewhere before. Her face just screamed of someone I should know or had known. I closed my eyes and rubbed my head as I tried to find the match. Suddenly, her voice penetrated my thoughts, causing me to turn to her again. “Are you alright? You seem concerned about something.”

I shook my head as I absentmindedly brushed some dirt off the page. “You just seem familiar, that's all. It's just eating at me that I can't quite recall where I saw you.”

She let out an understanding hmm and nodded, turning back to her students. “I tend to get that a lot. It is a consequence of my blood. You are likely thinking of one of my family members. We are often told we look alike, despite our differences. He is likely what has caused the sensation you are feeling.”

I looked at her quizzically, still trying to piece together where I'd seen her. The green eyes appeared to twinkle mischievously as she watched me ponder. Her dark hair was a sharp contrast to the blue fluffy shawl she wore. She started to smile as I continued to rack my brain. My eyes suddenly widened as a hint of recognition flashed across my mind. I realized she wouldn’t look out of place behind a tavern bar. “You're Brugo's sister, aren't you.” I suddenly said, Brugo’s conversation snapping to the front of my mind.

She let out a small laugh as she nodded. “Indeed I am.” She chuckled. “You were not present for introductions; so, I will inform you. I am Bruga, daughter of Parfu. And from what my brother has told me, you are a very capable fighter. He even felt indebted enough to you to present you with a life debt. I would say he made a hasty decision, but then again you made one that was equally hasty. Though I suppose it was for a noble cause. You certainly have a unique way with words.”

I nodded as I glanced at the scar on my forearm, memories of the rite flashing through my mind. “Brugo recruited very capable warriors,” I said, turning back to Bruga. “I wouldn't have my title without them. Them or your brother.”

Bruga nodded and I noticed her glancing a short way behind me. I turned to see where she was looking, but saw only trees. I suddenly felt a finger glide along my back, just over my brand and I turned back in time to see Bruga pull her hand away. “You endured much to obtain that honor.” She remarked, lowering her hand again. “I am sure many, even those here, could not accomplish what you did.”

I found myself chuckling as I glanced at the other students again. “To be fair, I was damn lucky. Just surviving the battle was lucky but earning the support to gain the title from me just stumbling through it is beyond rare. A single misstep would have either killed me or not swayed enough people to earn me the title.”

Bruga shook her head at that. “You are too modest. From what I’ve been told, you fought ferociously during the battle and have earned a proper honor. There are many that owe their lives to you, my brother included.”

I nodded as I turned back to the book resting on my knees. “So I've been told,” I said flatly. “I was just having a goddamn tantrum. Not many other ways to put it. I just got lucky.” I shook my head as I turned back to the book and addressed Bruga.  “That’s why I’m studying though.” Bruga gave me a curious look as I continued. “I’m studying so that I can be better prepared for any battle I go into. I barely made it out of that first one alive. . . . Amelia helped patch me up after I got back to the barn. I was a god damn mess. I could have died if it wasn’t for her.”

Bruga appeared to hesitate for a moment then nodded solemnly as she turned to watch her students once more. “I am glad you are taking these matters so seriously.” She said, not addressing me directly. “It means you intend to fill the role you have so graciously been given. If you are successful, then perhaps the future is brighter than I thought.” I felt encouraged by the words. It was oddly comforting knowing I was being taught by Brugo’s sister. I already had experience with Brugo, and it seemed she already knew a lot about me. I was practically ecstatic about learning from her. Then she turned to me, her face carrying a stern expression, one of a family member the knew of loss and knew they hated it. Her familiar and calming voice suddenly shifted to one of grave tidings and deliberate intentions. “However, if the North is wrong about your character, I shall not hesitate to cut your actions short. My brother has chosen to trust you, but I have yet to see your heart’s true motive. Do not betray us, or you shall find the Institute most unpleasant.”

I let out a nervous gulp as Bruga gave me a cold expression, her eyes burning with determination as her words barely made it past the immediate vicinity. I let out a sigh as I looked down at the book, trying to change the subject. “I won’t disappoint then,” I replied, not wishing to press the matter any further. “A-Anyway, I should finish memorizing this other spell. I-I can practice them when I get back to the barn. Hopefully, I'll be ready to participate a bit more for the next class.”

Bruga didn't say anything for a minute then stood and brushed herself off. Her voice had returned to her cheerful almost bubbly tone. “Well, if you require assistance before the end of class, you know where I shall be.” I nodded as she turned and strode over to the lines of orcs, continuing her instruction on the shielding spell. I wiped my face as I felt a trail and wetness beginning to descend my cheek.



I let out an exhausted sigh as I finally arrived back at the barn. The interior was darkened as I pulled open the door. I cast Illuminate and tossed the glowing orb into the room, revealing the mess of tables and papers within. I let out another sigh as I walked in and made a mental note of tidying up later. For now, I wanted to practice the spell I'd learned in defensive magic. I pulled out the notes I'd jotted down and began going through the various gestures and incantations to cast the spell.

After a few minutes, a barrier materialized in front of me, letting off a faint blue glow. I inspected the shield carefully, feeling a gentle pressure as I pushed against the field from the inside. “It certainly feels solid. It could definitely do more to stop incoming spells. Though I probably can't use this in a fight, not right now at least. I can't be gesturing for five minutes for a single shield. I'll need to practice to compress the time down to only a few seconds. So for now . . . “

I let the spell dissipate and began casting again, getting partway through the spell before the door behind me was pulled open and I turned to identify the source. I saw Amelia walk through the door, carrying a wooden box in her arms and setting it on a table with a sigh. She was immediately followed by Gremach, who seemed to stare at her in concern. “If you required assistance you needed only ask.”

Amelia shook her head as she panted. “For the last time . . . I said I'm good. . . I don't need help . . . carrying one box.”

I took a step towards them as I spoke, causing them to turn to me. “There's no shame in asking for help. What’s the point in straining yourself right now? We're allowed to take it a bit easy if we need to.”

Amelia let out an angry sigh and shook her head. “I can handle it. . I just need some time.” I watched as she panted for a few more minutes, then straightened, giving me a determined stare.

I let out a sigh as I turned and focussed on Gremach. “Shall we get this tutoring session started?”

Gremach nodded as he reached into his satchel and pulled out a book. “Let us begin.”



We spent the next couple of hours learning the basics of spell making. In that time, we learned a lot more about spell weaving than what the books had told us. Each spell was more than just gestures and words. They were a set of instructions that told the mana how to interact with the world. The way he described it, these instructions built a construct to accomplish these interactions, the gestures and incantations being the medium through which mages could create and deploy these constructions. I started to grin as I realized it was similar to a mechanical patent or blueprint. Each instance of the spell was like an assembly line for the final product. We worked well through the day to learn the basics and then went a little further to try and catch up to the class. All the while, Gremach would glance at the stove as it let out a low rattle.

Eventually, Gremach's curiosity broke and he pointed to the autoclave. “What potion are you brewing to have it set so high for so long? And what are those devices surrounding the lid?”

I waved nonchalantly at the rattling pot as I explained. “It's a rudimentary autoclave. It's what I'm using to grow the crystals.” Gremach nodded as he stood and approached the stove. “I don't recommend touching it. If you undo it without relieving the pressure it'll explode and cover you in acid.”

Gremach stopped in his tracks and started to stare apprehensively at the cauldron. “You are not concerned with it doing so without my influence?” I shook my head.

“I check the vises every day. They're not going anywhere without me knowing.”

Gremach paused then nodded as he gazed at the autoclave from afar. He suddenly spoke as an idea seemed to come to him. “It is no secret that you wish to create a weapon. Would a device such as this not prove to be useful in battle?”

I shook my head as I began listing off the disadvantages of trying such a thing. I’d already thought about pressurized cauldrons when I realized what the lightning stone would do to it. “It's a lot more resource-intensive than some of the other things I can think of off the top of my head. Hell, now that I've learned a bit about spell making I can probably make a spell that spits boiling acid similar to what the autoclave would do. Plus, I'd need to make a firing mechanism that can reliably activate without the worry of the tank failing and covering the troops in the same boiling acid. Not to mention the production of all that acid. You might be able to make it, but that doesn't mean you can make it on an industrial scale, not for usage in battle; it's not like you can put the acid back into the tank once it's been fired. There are too many failure points for me to hope to make something that would work, not when I have to assume Murphy's Law.” Gremach looked at me quizzically. I answered the question I knew he was about to ask. “Anything that can fail, will. So, blah blah blah, I'm not about to make, at best, a prototype weapon that even humans don't use professionally because of how dangerous and inhuman acid is. Hell, the majority of people have a negative view of using acid because of the fucking monsters that actually do use it.” Gremach was now staring at me, his confused expression broadcasting how little he understood about what I said.

Amelia looked up from her book as the silence hung in the air for a moment. “He's saying it's not a good idea to rely on acid as ammo.” Amelia provided. “It's dangerous, even when properly contained, let alone contained under the pressure currently being used in the cauldron. There's not really a way to keep it going where it needs to go, not with the tech you guys have at least.”

Gremach was silent for a minute then nodded hesitantly. “If you speak so certainly of this, I cannot find a reason to question you. However, I do question why you do not merely create the metal spitting devices that Almar has. I have heard it said that sometimes the only way of besting fire is with more fire.”

I nodded as I began rubbing my head. “Well, there's only one small problem with that. I have no idea how to make black powder, let alone basic gunpowder. I know the method in which to prime and load a cannon and even how to manufacture cannonballs, but that's all useless if I don't have the fuel for the fire. And unfortunately, surprise surprise, the Metallurgy and Materials books don't have anything explosive in their pages. They made a passing mention of gunpowder in the section on sulfur, but it's far from useful in making said powder. I guess America during the Cold War didn't want a how-to guide for explosives in the wild.”

Gremach shrugged as he gestured towards the door. “What of the general you captured? Could he give you some insight?”

I shook my head as I let out another sigh. “He's just a general. At best he knows how dangerous the powder is. At worst he knows nothing. Just because he commands the weapons doesn't mean he knows how to make them. The only thing he'd know is how many Almar has and if he has any other human weapons at Nione. Beyond that, I might as well be asking a cat about Quantum physics.” Gremach gave me a confused look and seemed about to ask a question when I cut him off. “It's something that even us humans have trouble with. I don't even know where to begin if I tried to explain it.” Gremach paused he seemed to consider my answer.

Meanwhile, it was Amelia's turn to ask a question. “That information might be useful sooner rather than later. It might be a good idea to go visit him now. You don't know how much longer the orcs will keep him.”

I let out a small laugh as I shook my head. “What are they going to do, release him? I doubt they would be that merciful.”

Amelia nodded, her expression unchanged by my confidence. “Yeah, but an execution is always an option.”

My face went slack as the realization dawned on me. Execution would be a bad idea. Not because it would get rid of him, but because he could give us some useful information. “I think I'm going to go see our elven friend,” I said standing up and stretching.

Amelia nodded as she gestured towards the door. “You go and do that.” I nodded as I started walking, pausing as I noticed the shawl laying on the table. An idea materialized in my head and I walked over. I was going to have some fun.



Vulen



This was not how a general was supposed to end. I was supposed to be resting comfortably at home, surrounded by my family, and being honored for the victories I had won, not rotting in the primitive prisons of primitive people. I shook my head and gritted my teeth as I again strained against the bonds tying my hands together. I felt a drop of blood fall from the gash in my head. “Almar would not abandon me. It is only a matter of time before the armies arrive for me. I merely need to wait out this nightmare.” I let out an exhausted groan as I relaxed and a bead of sweat dripped from my head. I was starting to lose track of the days. The iron shackles binding my wrists were abrasive and rough, tearing at the skin like a mouse would tear at the earth. My hair no longer looked prim and proper, but a jumbled mess of sweat and blood that would make my parents weep. I panted as the last of my energies drained from my body. “Sarding FEXT! I will have my revenge on that degenerate outsider. I swear it.” My thoughts were interrupted as the door to my cell was pushed open, allowing a new shadow to loom over me, the unmistakable shadow of an orc. I let out a small laugh as I kept my eyes lowered on the shadow; no point in looking such foul creatures in the face. “Has there been a development? I do not normally receive visitors so late. I can only imagine another army is at the gates, demanding my return.”

The voice that replied brought back harsh memories of insubordination. “No, just someone you really pissed off.” My head shot up to gaze angrily at the figure in the doorway, his pale white skin contradicting the spotted shawl he wore. His chin was covered in a sparse layer of hair and his mismatched eyes stared at me with distaste. His forearms seemed to bulge out more than when I'd last seen him, each muscle outlined as they flexed and moved beneath his skin. The outsider took a few steps into my cell and crouched down, resting his elbows on his knees as he stared at me.

I snarled at him as he still loomed over me. “What do you want?” I growled angrily. “Did you somehow convince those monsters to trust you to be alone with me? That must have taken some time. Otherwise, you would have come here sooner. So what did the little outsider promise? More of your witchcraft?”

The outsider stared at me for a minute before replying, but he ignored the other questions and merely answered the first. “I want to know everything you know about what Almar has. You can start with the cannons and don't leave anything out.”

I stared at him in disbelief, then burst into raucous laughter. “Yo-he-u exp-he-ct me to just tell you everything? To tell you anything? I am loyal to Almar and Almar only. I can neither be swayed nor intimidated by them, let alone the repugnant likes of you.” I punctuated the retort by gathering what little spittle I could muster and launching it at his face. It landed with a wet splat and the outsider scowled at the new mark on his cheek.

He glowered at me as he slowly reached up and wiped the damp spoke away. “Huh, I was wrong. You can make me even angrier.” He then stood and continued to stare down at me. “There are many things I want to say to you. Most would either insult you to no end or require so much cultural or scientific knowledge you wouldn't understand a damn thing I said. But I think I'm going to give you a little surprise and actually thank you.” I stared up at him, confused. As if the outsider was able to read my mind, he answered my question. “That's right. I'm going to thank you. Because without you and your moronic decisions, I wouldn't have the opportunities I have now. I wouldn't have a title that allows me to freely move about the city. I wouldn't be learning at the local Institute for the magical arts. and I certainly wouldn't be setting out to repair the relations of the various tribes on this continent. In a way, you're going to be the epicenter of every positive thing that I'm about to create. All of which will be directed towards the sole purpose of eradicating Adympia, the country that you benefited from for so long. It's almost poetic; the one that dedicated himself to supporting the country ultimately lead to its downfall.”

I shook my head and started to pull at my chains again.“Impossible. The orcs would not do such a thing. They would rather die than accept an outsider as their own.” The outsider grinned and let out a small laugh as he turned on the spot, reaching up to his shawl as he did so. He pulled the spotted fur away to reveal a patch of burnt skin, marked in the way that Orc Champions are marked, burnt in the shape of a butterfly. I stared in disbelief at the emblem. I would almost call it beautiful, were it not for the canvas it was painted on and what it represented. I growled in anger and pulled harder. “Impossible. The orcs would never trust an outsider with such a title.”

The outsider shrugged as he turned back and resituated the shawl. “Then maybe you just hate me more than the orcs do.” He replied coldly, turning back to me. “They’ve certainly set a few personal records, but none of them make me revile in disgust like you do. From the moment you walked into the Great Hall and I learned of the man you call master, I’ve wanted to end you. I wish it had been me that did it, but I suppose I shouldn’t look a gift-horse in the mouth. I’ll have to kind Kagan at some point and thank him for saving my life. Maybe he’d like a nice outsider weapon.”

I pulled at my chain desperately, hoping they’d break. “You Cannot!” I shouted. “They Would Destroy My Home And Wreak Havoc Across The Land!”

The outsider let out a disgruntled huff as he finally stood, his full height towering over me. “Then I suppose that will be on your conscious, general.” He said coldly. With that, he turned and strode out of my cell, closing the door behind him with a sharp bang and leaving me to my roars of anger, anger against his threat to Admypia, against my legacy, against my family.



Dexter



I strode back through the hallways of the prison, the shawl trailing behind me like a miniature cape. After what I'd said to the elf I actually did feel a bit like a hero. I stopped in front of a large counter as I arrived back at the entrance. Guards lined each of the doorways from the room I now stood in. I ignored all of them and turned to the warden behind the counter, a large orc whose green eyes seemed to scrutinize every detail of me. I jabbed a finger behind me as I gave a command. “Make sure he stays alive. He might not be cooperating now, but I will have the information he holds, one way or another.”

The orc nodded as he responded in a gruff voice. “Yes, Champion.” I nodded as I turned and strode the rest of the way out of the prison, making my way back to the barn as I felt the endorphins coursing through me. “Champion . . . I could get used to treatment like that.”

            

    
        38. The Scar

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



I spent the rest of the day catching up on Spell Construction. Amelia chose to sit the rest of the tutoring session out while Gremach and I went over the section on matter manipulation. We couldn't cover all of the materials he taught in class, but it was a start. Eventually, the sun sank low enough to warrant Gremach's departure from the barn. He waved goodbye as he left us to the rest of our studies and went home to do his own. I turned to the book on Basic Magic and began reading as Amelia began going through the box she'd brought. It was a basic Alchemical supply kit, complete with a miniature cauldron and enchanted stove. She reached over and grabbed the book on potions, flipping through it until she stopped and began working on the cauldron. We sat there while we busied ourselves with our respective tasks. Eventually, I got bored enough with reading about the histories of conjuring to turn to Amelia and ask what she was making. Her cauldron was bubbling softly and let out a puff as she put another ingredient in. “What's in the pot?” I asked.

Amelia shrugged as she began stirring. “It's a potion medium.” She explained. “This particular one is what they use to create a majority of their vitality potions. My teacher was very clear that he wanted me to have some for the next class.”

I nodded as I stood and stretched, joints emitting soft pops. “That's pretty interesting. Do you want some help?”

Amelia shook her head as she reached over and delicately pinched a bit more material into the cauldron. “I'm okay. This isn't that hard. It's just like cooking a meal. All I need is some time.”

I nodded as I walked over to another table and pulled out the book on Defensive Combat. “Well, let me know when that changes.” Amelia didn't reply, and I was too engrossed in the spell I'd chosen to notice any gestures she might have made. I walked back over to my table as I immediately became more interested in the spell I was reading and continued studying.



Our second day of school was much shorter. We only had two classes that day and we weren't planning on picking up any tutors for Combat Magic. Amelia looked around in amazement as we stepped into the courtyard and the murky yellow light. “They really went all out with this one.” She gasped. I nodded as we approached the group of orcs near the center. I turned To the pile of satchels and faltered as I noticed them lined up neatly, leaning on each other so that they'd stand upright. “That's . . . weird.” I followed their lead and leaned my backpack on the end of the line, walking over to the crowd as I looked at them apprehensively. They were speaking much quieter than the group I'd joined yesterday. A few of them kept glancing at the entrance as if waiting for something. Amelia naively turned to me as she smiled wide. “How ready do you think we are?” She asked. She probably hadn’t noticed the student’s behavior yet.

I glanced at the door as my instincts started to scream at me. “Not in the slightest,” I said, gently directing her towards the crowd.

Amelia suddenly looked around apprehensively. “What's wrong?” she asked hesitantly. Her eyes suddenly widened as she finally noticed the expressions on everyone’s face.

I remained stone-faced as I answered. I knew of only one other person that could get this reaction from their students. I did not enjoy taking her class in the slightest. “Not a pleasant teacher,” I replied. “Not pleasant and very strict, at least from what I can tell about their behavior.”

Amelia looked around at the other students and nodded. “Definitely unpleasant. I estimate a large build, clothing aligned, and treated almost perfectly. Probably came from a military background, or at least what they'd call a military. Might even be sporting a few scars, possibly causing partial blindness.”

It was my turn to look at her hesitantly. “How do you figure?”

Amelia gestured about as she replied. “We've chosen to stand in a less shaded area, where the branches don't droop as much. That means he's probably tall. The bags are organized as neatly as possible but not too neatly so that means he can't quite see them entirely. Additionally, there was a faint boot print on the door inside, likely caused when he lost his temper and was forced to privately scold one of the others. The shoe is large, further supporting the height hypothesis. The military background and scars are just a guess based on past experiences.”

I thought for a bit as she finished explaining. She was much more thorough with her explanation. She practically gave me an entire description to work with. I saw no reason to refute her explanation though so I nodded as I turned back to the entrance.  “I guess that makes sense. I'd be surprised if you're right about all of those things though.”

Amelia let out a sigh as she turned to stare at me. “Let’s hope I’m at least wrong about something. The full combination doesn’t bode well for us.”

I nodded as I lifted my hands to my head in surrender. “Alright, fair enough. Just stay calm and react appropriately. If this guy ends up hating us we don't want to get on his worse side.” Amelia nodded as she turned back to the door. We stood there in silence for a good ten minutes, a few more students walking in during that time. It was practically torturous to wait and see the kind of person we were about to meet. Finally, the door was pushed open again and in walked the largest orc I'd ever seen. His dark hair was short and tied into a familiar top knot. His fluffy black shawl was covering his entire torso and a near mirror on both sides, with straps crisscrossing his chest. A ragged scar crossed over his right eye, a murky brown that still held the fire burning behind it. The only thing that didn't match was the youth his face displayed. It looked about thirty years behind what you'd expect from an experienced war veteran, facial hair lacking any and all hints of grey. The other students immediately fell into a military-esque line, shoulder to shoulder staring straight ahead. Amelia and I filled in on the end, watching with apprehension as our teacher made his way across the courtyard.

His voice boomed along the walls as he walked. “Alright, Maggots. The Respite Has Ended And I Intend To Get All Of You Ready For Battle Before Then. We Shall Begin With Ten Laps Around The-” He faltered as he saw the line of satchels, my backpack towering over the end. He walked over to it as he spoke. “Who Has The Audacity To Place Their Bag So Recklessly? When I Find Out I-” He stopped as he lifted it and saw what it was. He stared at it for a minute then slowly lowered it as he looked out at us. “I should have known Garahk would stick the outsiders with me.” He slowly walked towards us, scanning the line as he did. He stopped when he spotted me and Amelia on the end and started walking towards us. His cold calculating gaze seemed to go right through us. He finally stopped a few feet in front of us and continued looking between the two of us. His voice carried deadly daggers that were pointed directly at us. “I will not reserve myself in front of you.” He growled.  “I do not consider your people to be particularly trustworthy nor honorable. There is no denying the deeds you, in particular, have done, but that is not grounds to assume all of you are the same way. All you have done is inform me you might be more trustworthy than Him and that is not saying much. I have yet to see if you can be trusted with much more than a pointed stick.” He then leaned closer, his murky eye appearing to peel at my very soul. “Rest assured that I will be watching you closely for any sign of treachery and will come down upon you like a falcon on a field mouse should I deem it necessary.” He stared at me for a moment, his eyes not breaking from mine. I swallowed nervously as I chose to keep silent. There was no point in angering him at all. He then turned to the rest of the line and shouted. “Twenty Laps Around The Courtyard. And I Do Not Want To See Any Of You Slacking.”

The rest of the line responded with a resounding “Sir Yes Sir!” and broke off to run laps. The teacher gestured for us to follow and moved to put my backpack with the other bags. We complied and followed the others to the edge of the courtyard, turning and jogging along a beaten path once we reached the walls. We fell into a rhythm as we jogged, staying at the back of the pack and allowing the orcs to set the pace.

“That went better than expected.” Amelia panted. Her hair bouncing along as she ran. I nodded as I glanced towards the center of the courtyard. He was staring intently at the group, eyes seeming to stare directly at me and Amelia. “He's probably far-sighted.” Amelia suddenly said, noticing where my attention was directed.

I glanced at her then turned to face forward. “How do you figure?” I panted curiously.

“He keeps his distance, even with a face to face confrontation. Normally you could chalk that up to personal space, but the military background is now clear. Since the military tends to squeeze troops in as close as possible, he probably has another reason to keep his distance. The first thing people tend to do to get comfortable is to get a good view of their situation. Applying that heuristic law here means he can't see so well up close. Ergo he's far-sighted. The laps are probably how he takes attendance. It's the only time he can distinguish the faces of everyone here.”

I nodded as we continued jogging. “Makes sense. Though I am surprised you got the scar right.”

Amelia shrugged as we met the corner and turned to continue jogging. “The scar was just a guess. A lot of people from the military tend to get scars during their deployment. I figured the same thing could apply here.”

I nodded as I glanced at him again. His eyes seemed to never leave us. The murky one, in particular, appeared to track our every movement. “I wonder why he wasn't in the Institute to begin with. If he turned out to be a teacher he must be pretty good at magic. So why did he go into the military first?”

The orc in front of us piped up and answered my question. “He did not know of his abilities until well into his career as a soldier, at least from what I heard.” I tilted my head slightly as I stared at the back of his head.

I asked my question when I realized he couldn't see my curiosity. “Is that so?”

The orc nodded and continued. “It was long before He arrived, back when Almar would send raiding parties across the border most frequently. One such party was attacking a nearby village. Dumag was just a young soldier back then and in the local fort when the signal pyre was lit. He was sent down with the other troops along with a message to Snakhagr for reinforcements. No one knows for certain what happened, but sometime during the battle, he came bursting from a building, roaring the foulest of obscenities and charging at a group of elves. The blood that spilled next was entirely evlen and almost exclusively spilled by him. He displayed a ferocity not common, even amongst soldiers. He managed to defeat the group and move onto another. Then another and another. Unfortunately, his energy started to fail him and he received a devastating blow, one that cut deep into his face. He collapsed and had to be dragged to safety. He was delirious as the mages arrived and started tending to him, but in a final display of rage, he repaired his injury, closing the gash without incantation or gesture and making the scar you see today. After that he attempted to return to battle and had to be held back, energy stores completely drained, to be healed by the mages. I heard he passed out shortly after and several times afterward. Once he was strong enough to truly awaken Garahk offered to teach him back at the Institute. He took her up on the offer and has been here ever since.” I glanced at Amelia as he finally finished his story. I had to admit it sounded eerily similar to what happened to me. “A lot of rage-induced magic going on. I wonder if there's a connection. I'll have to look into that.”

I glanced over at Dumag at I felt his eyes still trained on us. He continued to stare through the trees as we rounded another corner and kept jogging, more orcs falling towards the back now. Meanwhile, Amelia and I felt like we were going at a mild pace in comparison. I turned to her as I felt my legs finally starting to warm up. “What do you think?” I asked curiously.

Amelia shrugged as she continued to stare ahead. “I don't know what to make of it.” She admitted. “Judging from how much the orcs trust their authority I'm surprised he's so calm. You did the same thing, but with a larger group of orcs. I kind of figured out the whole Champion thing and the lack of a spotted shawl means he isn't one. If he truly hated you he probably would have kicked us out of his class, what with you being an outsider and a Champion. It's like being slapped in the face then punched in the stomach. You'd expect him to hold a little bit of resentment for not receiving a title of his own.”

The orc in front of us shook his head and spoke again. “That is what is terrifying about him. He has a disregard for the hierarchy. He finds titles to be pointless and meaningless and not a true measure of one's capabilities. It merely verifies that many have agreed that you are deserving of this title. He made that abundantly clear when the class first started.” I glanced at Dumag again, his eyes still staring intently at the group of jogging students. He had replaced my backpack and had yet to turn in a direction that wasn't facing us.

I directed my head back to the front as my attention returned to jogging. “That certainly complicates him,” I remarked. “Then again, I guess we would meet someone like that at some point.”

Amelia nodded as we rounded the next corner. “That just begs the question, what did he experience that made him like this?” I nodded as we continued jogging along the path, slowly making the disparity in stamina between orcs and humans more and more apparent.



We ended up leading the pack at the end of the twenty laps. We were breathing heavily, but that was nothing compared to the panting orcs trailing behind us. After what felt like an eternity we finally finished the twentieth lap and slowly walked back to the center of the courtyard. Dumag scowled down at us as we panted in front of him, the other orcs slowly limping to join us. “Congratulation, Troops. You Wisely Ran From A Battle Where You Depleted Your Mana Reserves. Unfortunately, You Were Followed By The Enemy And Must Now Defend Yourself Against Them. Fortunately, They Also Ran From The Battlefield And Are Equally Exhausted As You Are. Now Pair Up And Begin Sparring. I Will Have Another Lesson For You When I Am Assured You Have Not Been Slacking.” The orcs nodded weakly and began pairing up, beginning to slowly cast spells at each other as the last of their energy was drained. That left me and Amelia to pair up with each other.

“This is going to be interesting,” Amelia remarked, moving to an open area of the courtyard. “We haven't sparred with each other yet. I wonder how we’d fare against each other.”

I nodded I stretched my arms, warming them up. “In a pure fisticuffs match there's no question who'd win, but with magic that adds an air of uncertainty to the outcome.”

Amelia grinned as she fell into a stance, similar to the ones I’d seen Bulak take up when she sparred with me. “I don't know. With the right pressure points, even the strongest man could fall. Brains over brawn, remember?”

I grinned and shrugged as I fell into my own stance, similar to the boxers I’d seen back home, and stared at her. “That's assuming brawn has no brain. If the man knows quite a bit about fighting, then he'll know to guard those soft points.” Amelia nodded as she remained there for a minute, likely waiting for me to make the first move. I complied by stepping forward and casting Mudball, twisting and slinging it forward like the dripping ball it was. Amelia sidestepped and responded with WaterJet, causing a stream of water to come barreling towards me. I gestured quickly and caused an angled barrier to materialize in front of me, deflecting the water upwards. When the stream died I let the shield dissipate and quickly went through the gestures for Move Earth, causing a small stump of ground to burst beneath my feet and thrust me forward. I used the burst to close the gap between us and swing my leg towards her torso. I ended up going a little high and Amelia was able to duck beneath my swinging foot. I came back down and continued my angular momentum, turning to elbow her. I suddenly felt her fingers jab into my shoulder and my arm began to spasm. I retreated a few steps as I clenched up my arm and saw Amelia grinning wide.

“Brain over brawn,” Amelia repeated, holding up the index and middle finger she'd used to jab.

I grinned back as the spasms finally died and I regained control over my arm. “Then let's give brawn a little brain.” I quipped back. I gestured again and caused the barrier to rematerialize. I then cast Move Earth and repeated my previous movement, launching forward and charging in a bashing fashion. I saw Amelia's eyes go wide as she gestured wildly. She was suddenly launched up impossibly high, foot clipping the top of the shield and causing her to flip in the air. She landed with a hard oof as I skidded to a stop behind her. I turned and looked at her in amazement as she crawled to her feet, coughing. “What the hell was that?” I asked.

Amelia let out a few more coughs before answering. “cough cough A spell called Hop. I learned it from the mana manipulation book. It's one of the ways they teach how mana can be used in spells.”

I nodded as I made a mental note to learn that particular spell at some point. “That certainly gives you the mobility advantage,” I noted, carefully aiming my shield towards her. Amelia nodded as she wiped herself off. “Though that's neutralized with a simple tactic.”

Amelia tilted her head and grinned as she turned to me. “And what's that?” She asked challengingly.

I responded by casting Move Earth once more, thrusting me forward, and causing the barrier to go slamming into her. She was knocked back onto the ground and let out another pained grunt. “The element of surprise,” I said slyly. I briefly grinned before Amelia started coughing as she struggled to climb to her feet. “Shit that was too much. Here let me help.” I let the shield dissipate again and helped her up. Amelia continued to cough for a minute as she placed her hands on her knees. “Dumbass Dumbass Dumbass. You always take things too seriously.” “I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to hit you so hard. Are you alright?”

Amelia nodded as she coughed a few more times. “I only got the wind knocked out of me.” She gasped weakly. “I'll be fine, I just need a minute.” I gently slapped her back as she coughed a few more times.

Dumag's voice suddenly radiated from somewhere to my right. “I Commend You On The Effort, But Creative Spell Use Was The First Month's Subject. Today, We Are Meant To Learn About Controlling Spells, So That Situations Like That Never Arises.” I glanced up as he approached. He stopped in front of us and roughly grabbed Amelia by the shoulder, standing her up and pressing his fingers into her midriff. She let out a relieved sigh and stopped coughing, prompting Dumag to let go and allow her pant for a few minutes.

I looked up at him as a sense of relief and unease washed over me. “Thanks,” I muttered, trying to be as sincere as possible.

Dumag nodded as he glanced around at the other students. “That Will Be Enough Of A Warm Up For Today, Fall In Line and Pay Attention.” The others nodded and reformed the line they had at the start of the class. Amelia and I followed suit as Dumag began pacing in front of us. He suddenly gestured with his hand and caused an illusion spell to materialize, beginning his lecture about measured responses.



Dumag ended up covering quite a bit. After the lecture, he had a brief demonstration, then paired us up with one another. He had us mock spar again, this time limiting our mana output so that we'd merely capture or incapacitate instead of killing our opponent. Amelia and I didn't know enough spells to do much more than mild harm, but it still allowed us to watch a few new spells being cast. By the time we left the courtyard, we knew about mana bolts and manasheets. I let out another breath as I reached back and pulled out my schedule again. “Just one more class.” I sighed.

Amelia nodded as she checked her schedule. “I better get up to my class. I'll see you back at the barn.” I nodded and waved her off as she turned and left to make her way upstairs. I, in kind, went towards the infirmary for my class on Restoration magic. I used the map to guide my way as I walked through the rooms. Eventually, I pushed open a door and stepped into a room filled with empty beds. A small group of orcs was sitting in various chairs in a circle at the center of the room.

I walked over and joined them as they voiced a greeting. “I had hoped you would end up in one of my classes.” One of them said. “Your presence at the Institute spread like a wildfire.”

I nodded as I glanced around at the empty beds. “Well, here I am. I hope I didn't miss anything crucial.”

A few of the orcs shook their head. “The spells we use are all within the tome for the class. If you truly wanted to you could learn them on your own. The only thing that is not included is how to identify the correct spell to use and how to conserve energy when many need healings. Though I hesitate to think how you will be able to catch up.”

I nodded as I glanced at the door. “Well, I'll figure it out. I'm not about to let some lost time slow me down.” The orcs nodded and seemed about to say something when the door opened again, feeding an orc in a bright yellow shawl into the room.

He was just a bit shorter than average. His shiny black hair was pulled into a ponytail and his bright green eyes display a comforting warmth I didn't get to see often. He had a satchel slung over his shoulder, packed with books to the point of bursting. “Good morning class.” He said as he walked towards the circle. He stopped as he noticed me sitting amongst them. “It seems we have a new student.” He said, smiling at me as he walked into the circle. “Good morning. I am Welub and I am glad I could have the pleasure of teaching you.”

I nodded and waved at him as I replied. “Well, they say you have to be prepared for anything. Considering how many people have beaten me up since I got here, I thought I might as well prepare for failures.”

Welub grinned wider and nodded as he set his satchel down on an empty chair. “Most wise. Given that you have only just been introduced to the realm of magic, I assume you are lacking in many fields we find to be common sense.”

I nodded as I pulled one of the binders and a half use pen out of my pack. “I do, but I intend to change that.”

 He nodded again as he glanced around at the other students. “Well then, I suppose I shall start with my lecture. Spring is approaching which means expeditions from the Institute will resume. So, we'll soon have plenty of people to demonstrate certain techniques. Until then, I must cover the technique to reset and repair broken bones. Next week I shall cover how to make a basic healing draft. I will also expect you to make up any homework that was covered over the term.” I nodded and started writing notes down as he began his lecture with enthusiasm.



I let out a sigh as I pushed open the barn door and stepped in. I saw Amelia sitting at a table, reading over one of the spellbooks we had. I set my bag down and walked over as I stretched. “Sorry again about hitting you with that barrier. I kind of got a little too into the fight.”

Amelia waved dismissively at me. “It's not that big a deal. Besides, you gave me a few ideas about using spells. I never thought about Move Earth as a launching platform.”

I nodded as I sat in a chair beside her and pulled out one of the spellbooks. “It's cool, but killer on the legs. I'd probably be better off learning Hop and using that to dash forward. That's probably what I'll end up doing anyway, at least until I learn some more flexible spells.” Amelia nodded as she continued to study the page. I flipped through my own as I thought back to Dumag's lecture. “Do you want to go through the combat spellbook together later? We can try and practice some of the spells on each other. We can make it like a study session.”

Amelia shook her head as she ran her finger down the page. “I'm okay. I can study on my own.”

I stared at her for a minute then shrugged as I turned back to my book. “Suit yourself.” I began reading as the sun slowly sank lower in the sky.



The next couple of weeks were a blur of learning spells and studying. Assignment after assignment was done as Amelia and I slowly caught up to where the others had been all this time. We learned a variety of spells and techniques in the process. I couldn't master them, but it was enough time to memorize a new list of spells and reliably cast them. I even knew enough to use Hop to get up and down from the loft of the barn. Throughout the time, Amelia and I use page after page, quickly eating through a stack of notebook paper in the course of that time. I would eventually need to find a shop to replace said paper. For now, this was all we had.

Eventually, though, it was time for me to crack open the autoclave and look at the resulting crystal. I gently set the last vise-clamp down as the autoclave let out a small hisssss, releasing the last of the pressure leftover from a month of isolation. I carefully lifted the lid off and looked into the cauldron. A clear Quartz crystal stared back, flat faces glistening slightly as the last of the acid dripped back into the cauldron. I grabbed a spare shirt and wiped down the crystal as I pulled the wire out of it, leaving a looped hole on the far end. I hefted the Quartz slightly as I glanced at the wire. A bit of the wire had thinned out, but it wasn't as bad as I thought it would be. I then turned and examined the crystal. It was now about the size of a baseball, faces similar to one of those many-sided dice you'd see in a few board games. The light refracting through it gave off flecks of color, divots in the faces each receiving their own transparent shade of light. I set the crystal down as I used the shirt to wipe off the rubber seal. I then tossed the used cloth onto a nearby table and eyed the crystal again. There was a hypnotic beauty to it. How I made it and what it represented for the scientific research behind it was astounding. It probably would've taken the orcs several more generations to even come close to scratching the surface of this phenomenon. I felt myself grinning as I continued to admire the rock. “Today we might use this as a paperweight, but to the orcs, this is the very pinnacle of outsider magic. If you didn't know the scientific theories behind it, one could actually call it magic.”

I finally stood and stretched as I glanced towards the door. The darkness seemed to be seeping through the cracks in the boards. A few crickets could be heard from beyond the woods chirping in the night. I glanced at Amelia. Her head was buried in another spellbook, probably reading up on another alchemical recipe. “She's definitely better at studying for long periods. I doubt I'd be able to say still for long enough to stay that focused.” I let out another sigh as I stretched my neck, causing a small popping sound to emanate from my spine. I walked over and looked down at the book she was reading. “Want some help?” I offered.

Amelia shook her head as she rubbed her eyes. “I'm good. I just need some time. If I let you help I won't learn on my own.”

I stared at her quizzically. “Are you sure? It's not going to take away from your studies. Hell, the only way that would be possible is if I did your work for you. And I know nothing about Alchemy, which is going to suck when I have to make that vitality potion for homework.”

Amelia shook her head firmly. “That's alright. I can figure it out on my own.”

I paused for a minute then shrugged as I moved over to my own spellbook. “Well, don't be afraid to ask for help. I'm willing to give it if you need it.” Amelia waved me off as I sat in the chair. I shrugged again as I leaned over and reviewed the gestures for Impact. My brief studies were interrupted as the barn door was pulled open and Bulak stepped through.

She grinned as she closed the door behind her and walked over. “Good evening. I was hoping to catch you two awake. There has been another development that you must be made aware of.” She paused as she noticed the quartz resting on the table. “Is this the crystal?” She asked curiously, walking over and gently handling the stone.

I nodded as Bulak examined the rock, taking careful interest in the lights glinting through it. “That is the culmination of about a month's worth of work. I also have a moderately rough plan to make several more of the device I used to make that. Now it's just a matter of time before the Institute has storerooms full of flawlessly clear quartz.”

Bulak nodded as she slowly turned the crystal, admiring the way it glinted in the light of the nearby orbs. “I have never seen anything so beautiful. Were this not meant for the Institute, I would take it for myself.”

I let out a small laugh as I stretched slightly. “I could probably arrange one made for you. This device will end up flooding the market with these crystals. So, I should be able to get a couple of spare crystals for you.”

Bulak paused then shook her head as she set the crystal back down. “I would appreciate that, but this is not the reason for my visit. You will need to make yourselves discreet for the foreseeable future.” This is the phrase that pulled Amelia from her studies and caused her to pay attention. “The merchants will be arriving on the morrow. It would be unwise to reveal your presence to them. My father has already commanded the city to remain silent about your existent. You merely need to avoid interacting with the merchants during their stay.”

I tilted my head as I realized what she was saying. “I thought the merchants were supposed to arrive weeks ago. Why are they only just arriving now?”

Bulak nodded as she gestured towards the door. “The mountain passes were still laden with snow. They had to wait for the snow to clear before they could traverse. It delayed them quite a while.”

Amelia suddenly asked her question before I could ask my next one. “Are we being kept in the barn again? We have classes to attend.”

Bulak shook her head as she gestured calmingly. “That may raise suspicion if we guarded this building so closely. No, my father is trusting you to actively avoid the merchants when they arrive. You may go wherever you wish, so long as it does not reveal yourself to them.”

This time I was the one to ask the question first. “How long will they be staying?”

Bulak shrugged as she glanced at the door. “A few weeks, a month at most. They would stay longer, but they only packed so many supplies. They have already traded some of their goods with the outer villages for food. They will stay in the city and restock some of their supplies, then head out once Morug has finished.”

I nodded as I went through a mental list of potential dangers. “Even if they're okay with my presence here, they might leak it to the rest of Varthug. Which will damage Gashur's reputation amongst the other tribes.”

Bulak nodded, seemingly grateful that I understood the severity of the situation. “You will still be allowed to attend your classes at the Institute, but as an added precaution you will be escorted along a certain path so that you are not spotted by any of the merchants.”

I grinned to myself as I turned back to Bulak. “It sounds like you're offering your help with this matter. Am I correct?”

Bulak let out a small laugh and shook her head. “Sadly, I have my duties to attend to. Many of which include interacting with the merchants. I will not be able to escort you. Instead, I have arranged a guard duty for the task. You will, of course, be required to enter and exit the Institute together so that they will not have to cross the city over and over again throughout the day.”

I let out a disappointed sigh. “Aww. And here I thought we'd get to see you a bit more. Still, thanks for warning us. We'll be sure to stay out of their way for the time being.”

Bulak nodded, then began walking towards the door. “I wish you luck. For once, try not to draw attention to yourself.” I grinned and nodded as Bulak finally turned and left the barn, closing the door with a soft boom.

I stretched and turned to Amelia. “Well, that's an interesting development,” I remarked. “Hopefully none of the merchants come up this way and think to look in the barn.”

Amelia nodded as she rubbed her eyes again. “On one hand you should be glad they're here. They might be able to give you the materials and resources you wouldn't get otherwise. On the other hand, you can't go anywhere near them or else you'll basically nuke whatever chances you had of uniting the tribes.”

I nodded as I glanced at the crystal resting on the table. “Don't worry. We can manage. Besides, anything I could get from them would end up being about as useful as my car. Sure, I have a practically futuristic car, but it requires resources that I don't know how to make yet. I could just say fuck it and scrap it, but that's also a limited resource. Plus, I don't know any of the efficient scraping methods. I'd have to invent those or figure out another way of breaking the car down into its raw materials. That's not even considering the fact that the car is still more useful to me intact than in pieces. The real challenge as-” I stopped as I noticed Amelia staring at me. I muttered a small curse and began rubbing my eye. “Shit, sorry. I'm was starting to ramble. Talking just kind of helps me keep the pieces in order. Not to mention make me feel better about the odds of whatever I'm planning.”

Amelia nodded as she stood and moved over to grab another spellbook. “Don't sweat it. We all have coping mechanisms for stress. You just got to know not to constantly rely on it for relief.” I nodded as I turned back to my book and continued reading. I scratch my chin as I was starkly reminded of the beginnings of a beard that was starting to grow on it. “Note to self, either invent a razor or settle on the orc's method of shaving. Either way, deal with the hair.”
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I continuously palmed the crystal as we walked down to the Institute, flanked by several orcish guards. The crystal wasn't completely flawless, I had used too rough of a design to allow that and I'd noticed a few hairline spots within. Then again, maybe that was why it glinted like this in the light. I doubt a flawless crystal would be able to produce these colors. Either way, I was ready to show Garahk my progress. An entire month's worth of work was about to face the scrutiny of probably the most powerful mage on the continent, assuming the other tribes didn't have this kind of Institute. “Don't sweat it. This is probably the clearest crystal they've ever seen. Garahk might even want to keep this first one to herself, at least until they get more autoclaves working and I put this through again. Who knows what she'll be able to do once it's completely clear.” I looked around at the guards escorting us through the city as I slipped the crystal into my backpack. They were taking us the long way to the Institute, adding about ten minutes to our trip. At least we weren't in danger of encountering any hostile orcs. I turned to Amelia as we rounded a corner and approached the Institute in the distance. “Ready for another day of class?” I asked, trying to be enthusiastic.

She nodded as she clutched her binder to her chest, my enthusiasm lost on her. “As I can be.” She muttered, her fingers white from grabbing the binder.

I nodded as we walked for a bit more, the silence hanging in the air awkwardly. “Did you end up finishing last night's homework for Orakh?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood a bit. Amelia nodded again, still not replying outright. I continued talking as I tried to encourage her to speak. “Who knew shapeshifting was so complicated. Memorizing the spell doesn’t seem too bad, but this is the second time magic has managed to spit in the face of human philosophy. Though I doubt that we’ve considered magic as an actual factor. With factoring magic, some of the deeper philosophical experiments have either been answered or just raise even more questions.”

Amelia nodded again as she looked up at the Institute. “Those spells are sort out of our energy range anyway,” She remarked, finally joining the conversation. “At least until we get some manastones. We can either learn to make them ourselves or wait for one of our teachers to show us.”

I nodded as I reflexively tapped the crystal resting in my pack. “In all likelihood, our basic magic class will tell us about that. If he doesn't bring it up soon we can probably look through the spellbook for the right incantations.” Amelia nodded as she looked down a bit. We walked a bit longer as the silence seemed to hang in the air. I finally broke the silence as her behavior finally ate away at me. “Are you alright? You've been kind of quiet the last week. Is something wrong?”

 Amelia shook her head as she looked back up. “Nothing is wrong.” She said insistently. “I've just been grinding a bit harder because of my alchemy class. Brewing just one potion takes a while.”

I stared at her as she refused to meet my gaze. “Amelia, I'm the middle child of seven children. I know when someone is trying to hide something.”

Amelia was silent for a minute as we moved along the avenue, shoes morphing into the cracks in the cobblestone. She finally let out a sigh as she reached up and scratched her head. “I just feel like . . a passenger is all.”

I stared at her as we continued walking. “How do you mean?” I asked.

Amelia was silent for another minute before answering. “I just feel like I'm in the passenger seat while someone else drives the car. Thinking back on it, I know I made a rash decision when I escaped and the only reason I'm here now is because of what you did. The only reason I wasn't recaptured was because of your intervention. The only reason we're learning magic right now is because of your outburst when you were out in the battle. The only reason we have that crystal is because of your knowledge and observations. I mean yeah I helped, but it's like I've just been along for the ride. I thought I was done being helped when I got into graduate school. Now I find that I'm just following the events like a lost puppy. I wasn't even the one that got me out of Adympia. You were the one that got me over the border. I mean god, the only reason the orcs let us in here was because of what you did. Plus, you just seem so confident in what you want to do. Not even an army was able to hold you back. It's like the universe gave you lemons and you just asked for more. I can't imagine why someone doesn't break under what you put yourself through.”

I stared at her as I realized what she was getting at. My heart suddenly felt heavy as I realized she’d been holding this in for longer than a week. I let out a sigh as I felt a twinge of sadness wander through me. “I must be a master at acting then.” I sighed. Amelia turned to look up at me, finally meeting my gaze. I turned to look at the slowly approaching Institute as I continued. “I know it seems like I’m unwavering in the face of all this, but the truth is I have a small heart attack whenever something goes wrong. I mean, you saw me in the arena. I got completely trashed before we managed to organize.” I let out a sighed as I ran a thumb over my digital watch, the plastic face reflecting in the morning sun. “My dad always told me the people you look up to are just like you. They might seem unmoving or strong, but deep down they’re just like you and me. They don't really know what they're doing. They just make it seem like they do. They project an air of confidence until they figure it out themselves.” I lowered my voice to barely a whisper at certain points as I turned back to Amelia. Now that she shared her concerns, I felt at ease sharing a bit of mine. “Cause the truth is, I am fucking terrified that I'm about to make a massive mistake. I have no idea what I'm going to do about Almar and I am absolutely petrified that Almar is going to stomp all over anything I come up with. At this point, I'd call home to my siblings for help, but that's not an option right now. Right now, I'm just trying to stumble through until I can get an actual handle on what to do.”

Amelia continued to stare at me as I finally finished monologuing. “That can't be healthy.” She remarked, her unease seemingly vanished.

I let out a small laugh as I nodded. “Oh, it definitely isn't healthy. I'm probably shortening my lifespan by the seconds by doing this. But right now, I can't let myself have a breakdown. I just need to keep moving and hope I find a solution to the problems I'm facing.”

Amelia continued to stare at me as she considered my words. “I don't think I see how that's supposed to make me feel better.” She said, seeming a little miffed.

I slapped my forehead as I realized I skipped over a crucial part of the speech. “Right, I forgot that part. Look, you may think you're just following me around, at least I hope that's who you think you're following, but to me, I'm the one riding your coattail. You're the one that found out how to cast the spells. You're the one that figured out the improvement for Levitate, though we have yet to see if Brokil finished that one. You're the one that reminded me of what happened to metals in an acidic environment. I probably would've been halfway through the process before the cauldron failed and spat boiling acid all over the place. Hell, without you I probably would've collapsed and bled to death in the barn.” I suddenly found myself chuckling again as I felt the phantom pain of the stitches in my back. “You saved my life and I still haven't decided what I'm going to do to thank you. Fuck it, you've been the one to discover new spells while I've just been playing catch up. I watch you crushing it as you study, and I'm just amazed at it. Meanwhile, I have to take a break every now and then because I know I won't be able to learn if I don't rest. I can't even imagine how you're able to maintain focus for so long.” Amelia grinned slightly as she looked down again. “I'm serious. It's like you can just stare down anything with the sheer willpower you have. I don't even know how far I could go with determination like that. I don't know if I could handle that kind of determination.”

Amelia let out a small laugh as she grinned wide. “You're just saying that. I could say the same thing about what you've done. I don't know how you managed to push yourself through an entire week's worth of training, but still, you did it.”

It was my turn to let out a laugh. “Come on, that shit is easy. You just get to the point of hurting and go a bit further. Either that or maintain output until you collapse. Besides, I had help from Brokil's potion. I probably would've had to stop at least a dozen times throughout the day without it. Your type of stamina is what's impressive. Trust me, you're not just a passenger here. You're driving this adventure as much as any of us are.”

Amelia continued to grin as we finally arrived at the Institute. She turned to me as we stopped walking for a moment. “Thanks. I didn't know I needed a pep talk like that.”

I grinned as we left the guards at the gate and walked towards the front door. “Don't sweat it. Just don't shut down on me the next time you feel that way. We're in this together. I don't know what I'd do if I had to do this alone.”

Amelia nodded as we climbed the steps and stopped in front of the door. She turned to me as she continued to smile wide. “I won't. Thanks for the encouragement.” She then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing me slightly. I grinned and gently wrapped my arms around her, resting my chin on top of her head. We stayed like that for a minute as I continued to comfort her. Eventually, she let go and looked up at me as she rubbed the top of her head. “Not to be rude, but are you going to do anything about the beard?”

I brought my hand up and stroked the carpet of hair that covered my chin. Only after all this time of growth did I dare call it a beard. Even then, it was sparse and patchy. “Most likely. I just have yet to decide how I want to cut it. I don't have time to invent an actual razor and I drained the last of the juice on my electric razor before heading out. So I might just try and use a sharpened knife.” Amelia nodded as she turned and walked through the door. I followed as I tapped the gem through the fabric of the pack again. “I can stop by Garahk and show her the gem now if I wanted to. There's still a bit of time before Orakh's class.” I addressed Amelia as we began climbing the stairs. “Want to stop by Garahk's study before heading to class? We can drop off the Crystal and give a crash course on the autoclave. Plus, I think you’ll want to see the look on her face when we give her this piece of quartz.”

Amelia didn't reply at first as we climbed the stairs. Once we got to the top she turned to me and grinned. “That sounds fun. Lead the way.” I grinned and nodded as I stepped past her and started guiding her towards Garahk's study. She let out a low whistle as we approached her door. “Impressive.” She noted.

I nodded as I reached back and pulled out the crystal. “Just wait until you see the inside.” I then reached up and rapped sharply on the thick door. I shouted at the door as I lifted the rock, displaying it proudly. “Hey Garahk, I Finished The First Crystal!”

There was muffled movement inside then the door was pulled open, revealing Garahk's hunched figure. It appeared she had awoken only recently. She looked up at me, confused for a second, then she noticed the stone I was presenting, and her eyes went wide. “Oh. Oh, gracious.” She waved us in as she continued to stare at the rock. “Come in. Come in.” I turned to Amelia and grinned as I led her into Garahk's study. She looked around in amazement as we entered, and I set the crystal down on one of Garahk's tables. Garahk went over to a shelf and pulled something out. She then moved back over to the resting quartz and began examining the rock through a handheld lens. “I have never seen such clarity, not even within the mines. This is far above what I could have hoped for through transmutation.”

I nodded as I reached over and tapped the crystal. “And that's not even up to industrial standard. At best we'd use this as a paperweight or throw it into another autoclave for correct processing. Actually, we could work up to industrial standard if we reuse this.” Garahk shook her head as she looked up at me.

“I cannot imagine how much clearer one could achieve. This is already far above any crystal we could have collected from the mines. A small stone of this quality would be more than adequate to fill an entire spell. This alone could power a mountain rending spell.”

I raised my eyebrow at the last remark and let out a small chuckle. “Is it really that powerful?” I asked curiously.

Garahk paused for a second then waved her hand over the crystal and nodded. “If I were to turn this into manastone, if I had the time to that is, it would allow it to house three hundred and fifty points of mana.”

It was my turn to widen my eyes. Amelia was the first to exclaim her shock. “Holy smokes. That's a lot of mana.”

Garahk nodded as she lifted the crystal and began examining it from all sides. “The power possible with this is astounding. Though unfortunately, the quality does not affect the recovery rate of manastones. It would still require close to a year to completely recover from a full drain.”

I let out an impressed sigh as I rubbed my head. “That's a shame. Still, once I teach you guys the complete method you can grow your own quartz crystals in no time. It won't matter if it takes a year to recharge it because you'll have about three hundred more crystals. Plus, you won't have to sort through your piles of quartz for the one good crystal.”

Garahk paused for a minute then nodded. “I suppose you have a point. This would certainly simplify the sorting process. Even the ones of good quality would be improved if your method were used.” Garahk suddenly reached over and pulled out a roll of parchment and a quill and ink. “Come, describe the process in detail so that we might begin production immediately.”

I nodded as I glanced down at my watch and noticed the time. “You'll have to wait a bit. We still have our Basic Magic class to attend. We can come by later and explain.”

Garahk paused to consider then nodded, placing her roll of parchment away with a flourish. “That is acceptable. You have already spent a month on this process. There is no reason I cannot wait a few hours more.”

I nodded as I turned to Amelia, waving a hand towards the door. “Let's head to class. We'll get through those and come back here before going home.”

Amelia nodded as she turned and began walking towards the door. “We better get going then. I think it's starting soon.”

 I nodded as I turned to follow and waved towards Garahk. “We'll need that back to grow more but go ahead and keep it for now. There'll be plenty of them soon enough. Besides, you probably want to examine it a bit more” Garahk nodded as she turned back to the quartz. I turned and left her to her studies as I followed Amelia towards our class.



The rest of the day passed by without any incident. We still had our classes and we still turned in our homework. Eventually, we were nearing the end of the day and I was sparring in Defensive Combat class. Over the month, I'd managed to learn an impressive number of shielding spells, though there were only a few I could feasibly use in battle. The rest still took a bit of time to cast. I was using one such spell to block a shower of ice shards hurtling towards me. Once he was finished I retaliated by casting Lighting and hurling a bolt of electricity in his direction, using a bit of my stamina in the process. He quickly switched barrier spells and chose one that had a better defense against energy-based attacks. My lightning bolt sank harmlessly into the shield and dissipated. He replied by casting Stone Toss and lobbing a small boulder in my direction. I planted my feet and hunkered down behind my shield as the stone came hurling in and cracked against the barrier. Once it was my turn I wound back and prepared to cast Frostbolt but was stopped as Bruga let out a shrill whistle. “That Will Be All For Today. We Will Resume Learning Of Counterspells Next Class. Ensure You Read The Next Chapter In Preparation.” The class nodded as they released their respective spells and moved to gather their things. I followed suit as I stretched and popped a few joints. Bruga approached me as I slung my backpack over my shoulders. “I heard over the wind of your first successful crystal.”

I turned to her and raised my eyebrows. “That didn't take long,” I remarked. “I only gave the crystal to Garahk a few hours ago.”

Bruga nodded as she watched the other students walk towards the door. “I overheard a group of students discussing it. Evidently, one of them spotted you entering Garahk's study, carrying the largest piece of quartz he had ever seen. I must say I was impressed by your rumored results. Just from the description, I'd say it could comfortably hold a hundred mana.”

I nodded as I scratched my chin through the layer of hair. “Garahk said it could hold a little over three hundred and that's just the one stone. Once the Institute gets its autoclaves set up you could supply every person in here with one of them.”

Bruga smiled wide and nodded. “I have little doubt of your words on that matter.” She remarked. I felt a twinge of relief from her words as I recalled my first day of class with her. I was glad I could at least partially convince her of my intentions. “If you can manage to so greatly improve the Institute's crystals, I suspect the other mages will grow eager to know the weapon you are creating.”

I nodded and displayed a half-honest grin as I quickly compressed my related thoughts into an official opinion. It felt like a voice played on fast forward in my mind. “Anything physical runs the risk of being easily countered. Leroy's initial knowledge and skills are unknown, so he could have any number of other weapons. The only certainty is his basic knowledge of explosive substances. Maybe he used to be a demo man, or he just had an interest in explosions. Either way, physical weapons are not an overtly viable option. That just leaves the magical option and I still don't know enough to make a reasonable guess at what's possible. I could try and power towards a railgun type spell, dumping the potential energy from Levitate into a single instant could probably get some good speed, but that'll just give two percent of the population the ability to fire a gun. That's not overtly useful against potentially an entire city of artillery. There's also no way of stopping a cannonball without a metric fuck ton of mana, let alone an entire shower of them across an army. The new crystals would help, once I get one without any faults, but I think Garahk mentioned the enchanting taking time. I could always teach them how to cut them down into more manageable pieces, but that doesn't increase the energy potential within them. Plus, they'd probably take four or five big crystals for a single volley, and then they'd need to wait for them to recharge. In summary, I'll need a creative way to stop cannonballs that could double as an offensive spell, one that doesn't require a brute force approach. Maybe I could ask Gremach for help. He'll have a bit more experience with magic. He'll be able to tell when I'm starting to design just a fancy energy sink. I'll ask him next time I see him.”

I turned to Bruga as I widened my grin, hiding the barrage of ifs and buts that played through my head. “That, I'm still working on. The coveted outsider magic is still adjusting to the actual magic here. Besides, I think you'll want something really useful for battles. One thing to appreciate about our magic, it likes to take its time.”

Bruga nodded as she started moving towards the door, turning to face me as she starting walking backward. “Then I shall look forward to when it finally decides to produce your weapon. Until then, keep up with your classes.” I nodded as I waved to her and she turned back to the door and walked out of it. Once I was alone I let out a sigh and looked up at the glass canopy. “It's starting to seem like I'll need a miracle to come up with an actual weapon. Shut Up, You Can Do This. Just Keep Your Head Down And Focus On The Problem.” I let out another sigh as I adjusted the backpack and looked back down as I walked towards the door.



Despite the dungeon's distance from Garahk's study, Amelia managed to arrive there first. I walked through the thick doorway and spotted her sitting at one of the tables, examining a scattering of gemstones in front of her. Garahk waved me over and pulled a chair from the other side of the room, setting it down in front of the piece of quartz. She sat down in a neighboring chair and pulled a parchment and quill again. “Explain the process. I wish to make as many of these as possible.”

I shook my head as I gestured towards the crystal. “You won't want one of this quality. Yeah, it's good, but there are still some faults in it. I'll need to put a slice through a few times before it's completely flawless.”

Garahk tilted her head as she looked at me. “You wish to make an even better one? I assumed this was the best one could achieve. You did spend a month on it.”

I shook my head then paused and nodded. “Yes and no.” I reached out and picked up the crystal, holding it up to the light and pointing towards its center. “See this here? It's about the size of a hair, but it's still noticeable.” Garahk leaned forward slightly and squinted at the stone. She finally spotted the detail I was pointing to then nodded. “It's a fracture point. It's why your quartz looks cloudy; there were billions of fracture points crisscrossing it. This one has a majority of them repaired, but you can still see where the initial seed crystal was. It's that half cloudy blob near the top. “ I pointed towards the looped hole. “This clarity is just from a single pass through. The majority of crystal you see is newly grown quartz, grown without most of the faults of the original, but still influenced by its defects.” I pointed towards the bottom of the crystal as I explained. “I can slice off a bit from this end and use it for the next batch, making it even more flawless than this. It's how we grow massive crystals back home. Plus, if the larger size becomes an issue, you can just cut a bit off and grow a smaller one from there. I'd just need a way to do it without shattering it.”

It was Amelia's turn to pipe up, providing an insightful idea. “They usually use a pressure cutter. High-pressure water can cut just about anything, even when it would normally shatter.”

I nodded and snapped my fingers as I pointed towards Amelia. “That's it. We'll have to figure out a way to make one of those.”

Amelia shrugged as she gestured her hand in a twisting motion. “We could always try and modify the Waterjet spell to do that. Narrowing the nozzle and maintaining the pressure should cut through the quartz as if it was butter.”

I repeated my earlier motion as I started to grin. “That'll be it then. We'll take this and cut a few slices then use those to make even clearer crystals.”

Garahk nodded as she gestured insistently at the paper. “That is all well and good, but the Institute will still require the knowledge of this method if we wish to utilize it.”

I nodded as I set the crystal back down. “Right right. Time for some crash course chemistry.”

Garahk jotted everything down as I began going through the meticulous method of Hydrothermal Synthesis. Even though it was ultimately a passive process, the conditions still had to be at least in the ballpark of correct. Plus, there was the nickel and rubber to deal with. I ended up having to explain the concept of thermal expansion and how only certain metals would work when suspending the quartz in the acid. Eventually, though, I'd managed to convey enough information to allow the Institute to at least roughly replicate the autoclave currently sitting in the barn. “The one thing you absolutely have to get right is the vises holding the lid on,” I warned. “If those fail the system will be compromised and you'll have to start rebuilding pressure from scratch. Plus, you'll have to wait for the acid to stop spraying and add more to replace what was lost.”

Garahk nodded as she wrote down the last tidbit. “I believe we will be able to create these vises. From what you describe it is shockingly simple.”

I nodded as I absentmindedly handled the crystal again. “A rod engraved with an inclined plane wrapped around it. If you can, you should get some steel from Shurkul. It's a lot stronger and has less of a chance of warping and failing.”

Garahk nodded as she rolled up the bit of parchment and stood. “I can send a mage with some teef for a few ingots. However, this nickel material I am unfamiliar with. If this requires the specific material, we will need to acquire a supply for the Institute.”

I nodded as I gestured towards the door. “I have a spool of it back at the barn, but that'll only last for so long. If prospecting spells are possible you might want to start looking for it.”

Garahk nodded again as she moved over to one of the shelves. “I believe we might have something of the sort. However, it will take time to discover a source, if one exists in Gashur.” I nodded as I watched Garahk pull out a book and begin reading through it. “We will also require your recipe for this rubber substance, as well as the source of the rumored sap you used.”

I nodded as I glanced towards Amelia. “That reminds me, I'll need to introduce Mabel to Amelia soon. I could probably take them both down to her grove, kill two birds with one stone.” I jabbed a thumb behind me as I replied to Garahk’s concerns. “I still have a few jars up at the barn. I can bring them by tomorrow. The process is a little hard to describe with what I know about vulcanization. I'll teach you about it tomorrow through a more efficient hands-on demonstration.”

Garahk nodded as she walked back over and set it on the table. “That will be acceptable for the moment. However, I insist that you bring these materials to me tomorrow. I wish to begin creating more of these autoclaves as soon as possible.”

I nodded as I finally stood and stretched, glancing at Amelia as I did so. “We can start prepping to process the crystal a bit more. We should know enough to create the Waterjet modification when we get to the barn. I have enough tools up there to make a few rough slices of quartz.” Garahk nodded as she continued to read from the book. I grabbed the crystal and set it into my bag as I turned to Amelia. “Ready to head out?” I asked.

Amelia nodded as she stood and stretched. “Let's get to it. It shouldn't take long to add the nozzle to Waterjet. We might end up getting a few slices before coming back tomorrow.”

I nodded as I turned and waved back to Garahk. “I'll bring everything we need tomorrow. Just make sure a few cauldrons are prepped for processing.” Garahk nodded, not looking up from her book as she continued to study it intently. I shrugged as I pulled my bag over my shoulders and followed Amelia towards the door.

I suddenly stopped as Garahk called out to me. “Dexter! One final question, before you go.” I turned to her curiously as I rested my hand on the door. She hadn't risen from her seat, but her eyes carried a deadly serious expression. “Would this method work for other gemstones?”

I paused and started to stare off as I considered her question. “For a few of them, I wouldn't see why not. Variants of quartz, like Onyx and Amethysts, wouldn't be too hard, but anything else I wouldn't be too sure. They might require different conditions. A few are absolutely a no go, especially for this process. I don't know much about geology, but I know for sure diamonds aren't growable using an autoclave.”

Garahk paused then nodded as she glanced back at the book she was reading. “Your offer for your tomes is still open, correct?”

I paused then nodded, seeing no reason to prevent her from satisfying her curiosity. “Whatever you need. Just send a scribe up and we'll help them find the right book.”

Garahk nodded as she turned back to her book and sat back down. “That is all I need for the moment.” She said, beginning to read again. I waited for a moment before turning and following Amelia the rest of the way out the door.

Amelia was standing a short way down the hallway and waited for me to catch up. “What was that about?” She asked.

I adjusted my backpack as I answered. “She wanted to know if autoclaves could grow other crystals.”

Amelia nodded as we continued to walk down the hallway. “Why do you think she wanted to know?”

I shrugged as we rounded the corner and began heading towards the exit. “Beats me, she probably wants to grow a different gemstone. She does seem to have an attachment to the color purple. She probably wants to know if growing amethysts are possible.”

Amelia nodded understandingly as we arrived at the entrance hall and approached the door. “From what I gather, they're just quartz with added impurities. I don't see why that's not possible.”

I nodded as we left the Institute and walked to join the guards at the front gate. “Either way, I said she could borrow some of the books I brought over if she wanted to. She'll probably send a scribe over to copy the Metallurgy and Materials entry on quartz.”

Amelia nodded again as the guards began escorting us back to the barn. “We better start working on Waterjet then. If Garahk expects us to be able to get some more autoclaves working by tomorrow, we'll need to cut into the crystal tonight.”

I shrugged as we slowly made our way towards the barn. “She might expect us to take a few days. It did take over a month to make the first crystal. So, she might expect it to take a while to set up the autoclave system. We won't know until we start building another one.”

Amelia nodded again as she glanced up at the sky. The sun was starting to dip towards the horizon. “We'll know when we go back tomorrow.” We suddenly shuddered as a chilly breeze blew past us. I shakily went through the spell for Fireball and caused a small flame to appear in my hand, radiating a soft heat. “We should also probably go through that utility book at some point. They might have a spell for temperature changes.” I nodded as I glanced in the general direction of the gate. “So many things to do, and only so much time before the Festival. I'll need to start working on the spell if I want to at least get noticed by the other tribes. I should be able to figure it out. I just need to give it some deep thought.”

I let out a sigh and we continued walking towards the barn. “We'll figure it out,” I said assuredly. “We just need some time.”
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Dexter and I spent the rest of the day making the modified Waterjet spell. I'd been a little relieved when I realized the spells were built like experiments, bound by certain laws of the world and tailored by the creator to produce what was hopefully a consistent result. Modifying it was much like tweaking the parameters of an experiment to find another result, and I had plenty of practice with modifying experiments. After some time, we found out I had a bit more skill with actually writing the completed spell, probably because Dexter tended to muddle his writings. Regardless, Dexter wanted to get as much of the spell done as possible, so we spent the night designing a nozzle and translating it into a spell. It took a dozen iterations, several hours, and some complete redesigns of the nozzle, but by the end of the night, we had a jet spell powerful enough to carve through most materials. Looking back on it, it should have been simple, but it took us a bit to sort of rework the nozzle and get it to work as intended. The thing that got the spell to work was adding impurities to the water, sand and dirt, that would quickly scrape away at anything in its path. Dexter slowly sliced through a sacrificed chair on the cleared-side of the barn once we got the spell working. He held up the detached piece as he finally broke it free of the chair. His jeans and T-shirt took a minute to dry as the spell water faded into nothingness, leaving his rough air-dried clothes behind. “Fucking finally.” He muttered as he threw the piece into one of the open stables. “I was starting to think we were hitting a dead end.”

I nodded as I marked the page with the now completed spell. “It didn't help that getting the pressure cutter took more than a simple angle change. We ended up having to create a special barrel to keep the water straight.”

Dexter nodded as he began gesturing. “At least now we can start making quartz slices. I don't have the physical tools we'd have to use without this.” I nodded as I swept the other pages over to a pile. I looked over at the now short stack of clean papers as Dexter continued to gesture. With the volume of notes both of us took on magic, we quickly burned through the paper Dexter had brought. Pretty soon, we'd need to switch to parchment, as well as get familiar with the idea of quills and inkwells. I let out a sigh as I replaced the pen in the metal cup we were using as a holder. Dexter finally finished the spell and began slowly cutting another piece from the chair, adjusting his finger's distance from the wood experimentally. At a certain distance from the chair, it started to make a rumbling noise and the spell sprayed water everywhere. Dexter then slid the jet wildly across the seat as the rumbling turned on and off intermittently. I turned to him as he released the spell and examined the chair. “That's interesting.” He noted. He then held up the seat and revealed a mostly undamaged seat with only a few scratches on the surface. “It seems our effective slice range is only about half a foot deep. I'll have to make sure that's not going to become a problem for any of the crystals we make.”

I nodded as Dexter set the chair down and reached for the crystal. “You'll want to do that very carefully. You don't want to accidentally cut yourself.”

Dexter nodded as he walked over and dragged an empty table back to his secluded corner. “I say we cut three or four slices. I'm pretty sure I can eyeball about a quarter of an inch. The Institute can use the rest of it for manastones.” He began gesturing as he braced the crystal on the table. “It's annoying that it's taking so long to cast this.”

I nodded as I glanced at the stack of notes that led up to the final spell. “I didn't expect it to create so much from such a small change. Then again, we're going from a simple create water with x force behind it into a create water with x force behind it and directed in this fashion. The direction is probably what's adding most of the complexity.”

Dexter nodded as he finally finished gesturing and caused another thin stream of water to burst from his fingertips, dousing the area in front of him with water. “In any case, now we can start preparing for the mass production of quartz.” He then squinched up his face as he directed the stream into the gem and slowly began cutting through it. “Ah, fuck that hurts.” He muttered as he moved along the crystal. He continued to wince as he slowly cut through the quartz. After a while, the gem finally made a popping sound and split, revealing a gently curved plane on each face. Dexter released the spell and began vigorously rubbing the front of his shirt. “Fucking shit, that hurt.” l stood and walked over to assess his grievance. Upon closer inspection, I noticed a small pile of white dust on either side of where Dexter had cut the crystal, streaking to and over the edge of the table where he was standing. Dexter lifted his shirt and started scratching at his stomach as he looked down at it.

I gave him a concerned look as I noticed his stomach was red and raw. “I'm guessing you got hit by some of the quartz particles?” I asked.

Dexter nodded as he slowly continued rubbing and looked at the newly sliced crystal.“I guess there's a reason that there isn't anyone doing this shit by hand. Fucking particles go everywhere and now I'm itching like crazy.”

I nodded as I watched Dexter start scratching again. “You're probably covered in pieces of quartz right now. It must be painful.”

Dexter let out an angry sigh as he nodded. “Yea, No Shit. It feels like someone covered me in broken fiberglass. It's not like I want to be itchier than a monkey in a bugs' nest.” I looked at him, taken aback by his outburst. Dexter noticed and suddenly let out a slow sigh as he closed his eyes, breathing for a few moments before looking back at me. “Sorry, it's just fucking annoying to be this damn itchy.”

I paused for a minute then nodded as I reached over and picked up one of the pieces of quartz. The place that had been cut felt a little rough under my fingertips, ridged along a single axis from where Dexter had cut. “You might want to find a way to avoid that when the orcs start doing this themselves. Maybe you can suspend them from above and have them cut the quartz from there.”

Dexter nodded as he finally stopped rubbing his stomach and picked up the other piece of quartz. A grin suddenly appeared on his face as he seemed to consider something. “I'll also have to make some sort of container to catch the dust from the crystal. After a thousand cuts, I could probably collect enough dust to make an entirely new gem.”

I nodded as I watched him place the crystal back on the table and begin to gesture again. “Do you think this will work as a combat spell?” I asked curiously. Dexter glanced at one of the far walls as he continued to gesture. Finally, he directed his fingers towards it and fired the spell. The jet of water barreled from his fingertips and towards the wall, starting to radically diverge from the original confinement at a certain distance. By the time it hit the wall, it looked almost identical to the original Waterjet and just battered heavily against it. Dexter then released the spell and quickly cast the original Waterjet, directing it at the same wall and producing the same effect.

Dexter turned back as he let out a sigh. “Not at long distance.” He finally replied, releasing the spell. “Anything shorter could probably serve better, but once an opponent retreats to a certain distance I might as well just cast Waterjet. I don't think this could even cut soft metal at point-blank range.”

I nodded as I glanced down at the piece of crystal I was holding, and Dexter turned back to his piece, starting to gesture again. “Still, it's useful for cutting crystals. The Institute would still benefit from this.” Dexter nodded as he finished gesturing once more and began to slowly cut through the crystal. I quickly retreated as I felt the water and tiny particles spray in my direction.

Dexter raised his voice a bit as he slowly made his way across the gemstone. “We'll Submit It To Their Archive Of Spell When We Bring The Slices And Sap Down To Them. Until Then, I'm Going To Make These Slices And Then Get To Studying For My Healing Class Tomorrow.” I nodded as I turned to a stack of books and pulled one of them out, walking over to an open table and sitting down to study. I began reading through the book on Mana Manipulation as Dexter finally finished the first slice and moved on to the next one.



We arrived at the Institute early the next day. Dexter wanted ample time to explain the process of vulcanization to Garahk. We'd briefly debated about whether or not to directly bring her the pressure cutting spell. Dexter was adamant that having everything go through her would end up slowing things down. “The fastest way to get the institute informed on the spell is probably to have it registered to their archive. You can head down there while I head up to Garahk's.” I finally nodded reluctantly as Dexter turned and moved towards the stairs. There wasn’t any point in arguing with him. “We'll meet each other in the courtyard.” He said as he disappeared up the staircase. I let out a sigh and nodded again as I turned and walked through another doorway, making my way towards the repository as I clutched the piece of paper containing the completed spell. “We're going to eventually need more paper. I keep thinking about the different properties of paper and parchment. Now that Jolagh has the printing press, he'll need more than whatever parchment they can manage to make. I should see if any of the books at the barn have an entry on paper. If I recall correctly, it's refined wood pulp and adhesives. I should be able to design a process if I know how to make the adhesives. Even if I just end up making rough construction paper, it'll work better than the parchment they use.”

I let out a sigh as I stepped into their repository, a fitting name considering what they kept there. The place was built like a medieval bank, except it looked like it wasn't just currency they kept there. There was a short stretch of desks leading up to the main window made of iron bars, behind which sat an old orc that appeared to be writing something down. Behind the row of raised desks were other orcs, sorting through their respective items and taking careful note of each of them. One side sorted what you would expect to find in a magical bank, coins, small gems, and even a magical item or two. The other side, however, was filled with stacks upon stacks of papers. Most were the typical pieces of parchment, but some glowed softly while others appeared to give off a faint smoke. I looked around as I walked down the line of desks. The interior of the room was as impossibly big as the rest of the Institute. Dark green stone supported the white marble roof in massive columns, stopping about five feet above where the building itself was supposed to end. The walls were made of equally green sediment, reaching up and curving to meet the roof. Wooden shelves sat in recesses within the wall, with a few wheeled-ladders attached to each. I turned to the window as I drew closer.

Upon closer inspection I noticed there were faint runic symbols carved into the metal, glowing intermittently as I stood there. The counter itself was raised as well, the top resting just barely above my shoulders. The old orc continued to write for a few minutes as I waited there patiently. Finally, he looked up as he finally noticed my presence and tilted his head. His pale white hair fell freely over his shoulders, pale green eyes staring at me curiously. “Good morning. How can I be of service?”

I grinned timidly as I held up the page with the completed spell. “I want to register a spell. Dexter and I completed this one last night.” The orc tilted his head the other way as I handed him the paper through a small opening at the bottom of the bars.

He took it gingerly and examined the page. Then he turned it over and appeared to examine the material, bending the page slightly as he did so. “Intriguing.” He muttered. “This parchment is unfamiliar to me. Is this one of your outsider creations?”

I shook my head as I gestured back towards the door. “Dexter had a supply of it when he was brought here. It's called paper. It's a mesh of wood pulp and glue, unlike the animal skin that makes up parchment.”

The orc nodded as he turned the paper back over and read the spell. “You created a modification of the basic Waterjet spell. Is this the rumored weapon your companion is developing, perchance?”

I shook my head in response, my face falling guiltily. “He's still figuring something out. This is for a different task. It isn't even fit for combat. Our modified spell ends up taking forever to cast.”

The orc nodded as he continued to read the page. “I can see it. You were quite thorough. Most amateurs attempt to be lazy by forgoing the gestures or incantations of their spell. I cannot recall how many times I've had to directly inform mages of the proper requirements for registering a spell.”

I grinned slightly as I nodded. “My mother always said it's good to be thorough. Be it magical or academic, I hope I have yet to disappoint her. She might have been an alcoholic, but she knew a lot about life.” I blinked in surprise as I realized I just shared something not even my close friends knew. “What the-”

I muttered to myself, turning and covering my mouth. The orc behind the desk noticed my distress and leaned forward to get a closer look at me. “This is your first time in the repository, correct?” I turned to him in confusion and nodded. The orc then lifted his arm and tapped one of the bars. “Your involuntary honesty can be accredited to these. Garahk created them as a deterrent for would-be thieves. Anyone in the presence of these bars finds themselves inexplicably motivated to be honest. Anything said or written nearby is the truth in the eye its creator.”

I raised my eyebrows at that statement. “That's terrifying,” I admitted, uncovering my mouth.

The orc nodded as he gestured at the page again. “I would not be concerned. Garahk trusts you enough to allow you to learn at her Institute. Even if it is a trust of apprehension, it is a trust nonetheless. In any case, you wished to register this spell?”

I nodded slowly as I tried to not give too much thought to the idea of truth serum bars. “Y-yeah. We completed it faster than we thought. Since the Institute needs it to mass-produce quartz, we decided to register it here so that Garahk doesn't have to personally hand the users a copy of the spell.”

The orc nodded as he reached behind the counter and pulled out a piece of parchment. “There is a moderately lengthy form to fill out and a small fee for archiving the new spell. I will just need you to complete this and pay the fee.”

I nodded as I took the form and examined it. It looked like a normal form, though this one seemed handwritten with black spaces for all of the necessary info. “I should probably mention I don't have any of what you'd call currency.” I suddenly admitted.

I glanced at the bars again as the orc sat back in his seat. “Did you not expect an equal exchange for the repository's efforts?” I wanted to shake my head, but I involuntarily nodded.

“No, I expected it, but I thought there would be a chance that I wouldn't have to worry about it; that one of you might forget the fee because of your excitement for the weapon or some other personal excuse.” I bit the inside of my lip as I now stared angrily at the bars.

The orc let out a small laugh as he leaned forward again, staring at me through the damned bars. “This truly is your first time near these. In all my years as a teller, I have not heard such unfettered honesty. In any case, I assume you have an allowance from the Institute?” I continued to bite my tongue as I nodded. The orc nodded as he reached behind the desk again and pulled out another book. “Then you can withdraw the fee from your account. I recommend you also withdraw some pocket teef in case it becomes necessary to purchase items outside of the Institute. They do not possess the ability to directly charge your savings as our storehouse does.” I nodded as I looked at the form again. It asked all the basic questions; the name of the spell, its effect, and its purpose, as well as a few advanced questions; lunar conditions, ingredients, and runic requirements. I looked up and saw the orc pulling out an empty pouch and another pouch full of coins that made a clinking sound when he set it on the counter. The orc gestured towards the full pouch as he asked one more question. “How much do you wish to withdraw?”

I remained silent for a minute as I considered the question. I then asked a question of my own. “How much would you recommend as pocket change?”

The orc considered for a minute then began pulling coins from the pouch. “Fifty teef should suffice. I will submit the proper documentation while you complete the form.” I nodded as I looked down at the page and realized I had no way of completing the form. The orc noticed my issue and directed me towards one side. “There is a desk where you may with quill and ink over there.” I nodded as I turned and followed his directions, finding a short desk with a few sets of quills and inkwells. I let out a sigh as I placed the form on the desk and began filling it out. “First things first, the name. . . . I guess Pressure Cut is good enough.”



I stood in the courtyard as I waited for the class to start and for Dexter to arrive. The small pouch the teller had given me was resting in my hand. I held up a loose coin from the pouch as I examined it carefully. The best I could tell, it was made of silver and stamped with an intricate design. The . . . toof? Yeah, toof. . . . was about the size of a nickel and just as thick. One side had a curved tooth with weird tribal symbols lining the edge. The other side, in contrast, held just the head of a bear, maw open in a roar as it looked out from the coin. I let out a sigh as I slipped the coin into the pouch and put it back into my pocket. “Furbog was certainly helpful. Despite me admitting to hopefully taking advantage of someone's generosity, he was very understanding. I don't want to talk too much around those damned bars. That's just an accidental confession waiting to happen. It would certainly have made my career as a psychologist easier, but then again, the whole point of therapy is to be comfortable admitting your thoughts. I certainly wasn't feeling comfortable when I was in front of those bars. A lower-powered version might have worked better. If there's a way to influence emotions as well, I could have had a central trinket that compelled my clients to be comfortable and open. I'd be the greatest psychologist anyone had ever known. Then again, that starts to get into the whole ethics of compelled confessions and progress. If the effects aren't permanent they'd likely experience distress after leaving my office. Maybe just encouragement towards the right emotions would be better. Just an enchantment for an ambient feeling of relief and security would accomplish what most psychologists take entire sessions to establish. Though none of this mattered considering I'm now stuck in an-” “Hey Amelia” A voice suddenly disrupted my internal thought and I looked up to see Dexter smiling down at me. “Did you get the spell registered?” He asked.

I let out a sigh of relief and nodded as I palmed the coin pouch resting in my pocket. “I submitted the form with the repository. It'll be in their system within a few days. Garahk can start requesting copies once she's ready to cut her crystals.”

Dexter nodded as he stretched, a grin crossing his face. “I got the sap and quartz slices up to Garahk. I also brought her one of the vise clamps I used so that she could better understand what she needed to get the autoclave working. I spent a good half hour explaining the vulcanization process and gave her some step by step instructions on making the proper seal. She's up there working on her autoclave right now.”

I nodded as I watched Dexter finish stretching, eliciting soft clicks from his joints as he moved. “Did you tell her how to get the sap?”

Dexter considered for a moment, then shook his head. “I don't think she even knows about Mabel. I mean, a nearby very powerful entity would at least warrant a warning. I've managed to put off telling Garahk about her for right now. I did, however, promise I'd show her where to get the sap when they run out. I'll bring Garahk down the Mabel's once that happens. Which reminds me, I need to introduce you to Mabel, she showed a genuine curiosity when I told her about you.”

I sighed as I glanced at the door. I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about that. There was a mysterious woman in the woods. God only knows exactly why she decided to help Dexter. “I can’t help but feel that we might not get along,” I muttered. “With how people have behaved to us recently, I doubt anyone would have a genuine interest in us.”

Dexter let out a defeated sigh as he turned to me. “She seems genuinely interested.” He repeated. “If she wanted something sinister, I wouldn’t have made it back to the city. Besides, she didn’t even know you existed till I told her.”

I felt myself let out another sigh. “I kind of wish you didn’t,” I admitted again. “You can’t be certain why she chose to trust you.”

Dexter let out an aggravated groan as he massaged his temple. “Just trust me on this.” He muttered. “She’s not that bad. She’s just been along for … well, only she knows how long.” We stood in silence for a moment as neither of us spoke. Finally, Dexter let out another sigh before giving me a reassuring grin. “How about this, you don’t have to come with me alone. You can come when I have to tell Garahk where I got the sap. Dryad or not, Garahk seems strong enough to defend herself if needed. Plus, we’d get to see the kind of spells she’s capable of.”

I let out a defeated sigh as an amused grin flashed across my face. “Fine.” I finally relented. “Just tell me when you're going to take Garahk and I'll come with you.”

Dexter grinned at the thought as he glanced back at the door and then at his watch. He seemed eager to get the class started. “Dumag should be here any minute. So, any surprises I should know about before we fight?” He asked playfully.

I grinned and let out a small laugh as I shook my head. “I prefer to keep any discoveries I made a secret, at least until I know how you would respond to it. You never know what people might throw at you.”

Dexter grinned and nodded as he stretched again. “Fair point. It certainly wouldn't be a real fight if I knew what to expect.”

I nodded as we stood there and waited for him to arrive. I felt the sway of the coin pouch and realized how much of a burden it would be in a fight. My eyes grew wide as I suddenly realized I should probably tell Dexter about the coins. “Oh. I did end up getting this over there.” I said as I pulled the bag out.

Dexter raised his eyebrow as I held it out for him, “Teef?” He asked curiously, taking the pouch.

I nodded as he pulled out a coin and examined it. “Just some change in case I need to buy something in the city. I might end up wanting a weapon of my own.”

Dexter nodded as his hand suddenly moved to his hip, his sword currently absent. “That's probably a good idea. Maybe you should head down to Shurkul's and get a weapon there. He might even have one custom made to your preferences.” I nodded as Dexter handed the purse back to me and the courtyard door was pushed open. The usual military line fell in as I rushed over to Dexter's backpack to leave the pouch for safekeeping.

Dumag grinned at us as he looked along the line of orcs, with me and Dexter at the end. “Students, I Am In An Unusually Good Mood Today. As Such, We Shall Forego The Typical Warm Up And Instead Proceed Directly Into Sparring Practice.” The students breathed a collective sigh of relief and Dexter and I turned to grin at each other. That is until Dumag pointed at us and addressed us directly. “You Two, I Am Requiring You To Spar With Someone Other Than Each Other. You Will Not Find Opponents Using The Same Techniques On The Battlefield. I Do Not Care About Who You Pick, Just Ensure It Is Not Each Other.”

Dexter and I glanced at each other, then turned back and nodded. “Sir Yes Sir.” We said in unison. Dumag nodded as he turned to watch the other students pair up while two of them turned to approach us.

Dexter and I helped close the gap as the others split off and began sparring on their own. “Which one do you want to take on?” Dexter asked curiously, his eyes focused on the approaching pair. I shrugged as I assessed the two orcs. The one in front on Dexter's side was female, just a little taller than me and wearing a dark green shawl. The one in front of me was male and surprisingly just a bit shorter, wearing a bright green shawl.

I quickly made heuristic assumptions of their capacity and finally gestured towards the woman. “You take on him, I'll spar with her.” Dexter nodded as he took a few steps and gestured for the orc to follow him towards an open area of the courtyard. The orc complied, and I was left with the other one in the center of the courtyard. “Ready to do this?” I asked curiously.

The orc nodded as she took a few steps back and fell into a fighting stance, hips low, hands splayed. I mirrored her stance as we stared at each other for a minute. Finally, she cast a FrostStorm spell and we began sparring.

I quickly threw up a barrier and countered the spray of ice crystals barreling towards me. Once the crystals melted harmlessly to the ground I retorted with a concentrated blast of mana. I expected her to raise a barrier, but she didn't. Instead, she cast a spell and caused the ground beneath her to pick her up and carry her, closing in and circling me so that she was just behind me. I turned in surprise and attempted to fire another Manaball in quick succession but fell as something clipped the back of my ankle, hard. I instinctively clenched my eyes shut as my head slammed into the ground.

I groggily opened my eyes as my vision swam. I could barely make out my surrounding, but I could make out a series of brown spots directed towards me. I slowly regained my sight and I realized half a dozen spikes made of hard earth had sprouted from the ground and were pointed at me. The orc that I was sparring with was standing above me, on a platform of earth that she'd grown from the floor and curved around me, staring down. Her hands were outstretched towards the spikes, seeming to stop them, as she appeared to stifle a smirk. “Apologies.” She said calmly, trying to keep a straight face. “I wished to test this particular spell and only now had an opportunity to do so. I hope this does not discourage you.” She then gestured and caused the spikes to recede into the floor. The platform she stood on also sank and deposited her in front of me. Her self righteous smirk came closer as she bent and almost sarcastically offered me a hand up. “Come, I will restrain myself from now on. I know there are only so many spells you know.” I kept a calm expression as I crawled to my knees and glanced towards Dexter. I faltered as I saw him on his hands and knees, a puddle of pale brown just beneath his head. I heard a few coughs from his direction as I stood and faced the orc again. “Are you ready for more?” She asked slyly. I gulped as I internally assessed my situation. “She's stronger than she seems. That might be the case for everyone here. Dexter and I have been giving this our all while the others have only been giving just a bit. They might not even have the discount Dexter and I rely on. They have to save their daily mana capacity for when they need it. They can't afford to spend too much on a single class when they have so many others to take care of. Damn it, we've been idiots. Of course, we're still outmatched, and this is only the basic beginners. The level of destruction possible if someone is experienced enough is . . . I can only imagine. . .”

I cleared my throat as I stretched and nodded. “Yeah, I'm ready.” I finally said, taking a few steps back and taking up my stance again. The orc seemed to hesitate for a minute then shrugged as she adopted her stance again and we continued sparring.



Dexter



I held my stomach as I made my way towards my healing class. Despite the healing magic I'd learned, my muscles still felt sore from where the pillars of earth had socked me in the stomach. The mage had done it so many times that I was decently sure my intestines were bruised. However, it was a much-needed wake-up call to just how far behind I was. “Amelia and I are still stuck on one-mana spells. We could use our stamina, but that's draining in a whole other manner. I'll need to get a supply of manastone as soon as possible. A dozen five-point stones should do. Pretty soon, it won't be much of a problem to get them. In any case, I still have a long way to go. I should spend a few extra hours tonight learning more about magic. I might be close to academically caught up, but nothing can replace the experience the others have.” I winced as I pushed open the infirmary door and joined the students that were already there. I carefully nursed my stomach as I sat down with a low sigh. They sounded to be already in deep conversation. “Did anyone hear of the groups attempting to find the Spellstones of Doomach?” One of them asked the group. The others let at a variety of reactions, from exasperation, to awe, and then to boredom.

“No one has found those in hundreds of years.” One of them replied. “I would eat my shawl if any have survived for that long.”

The first orc shrugged as he leaned back in his chair. “Apparently they discovered an old map in one of the history tomes. They are attempting to use it to search the northern mountains for an old Archive. If it would anywhere, it would be there.”

Another orc chimed in as he let out a scoff. “The mountains are enormous, finding a normal ruin is difficult. Finding one that has illusionary enchantments would be nigh impossible.”

The first orc shrugged again. “There is always a chance. It only requires stumbling upon the correct tunnel.”

The second orc nodded then gestured towards the door. “Yes, but those tunnels are also crawling with magma worms. For all we know, the Archive is currently a nest for those crawlers.”

The first orc shrugged again. “I doubt it. The enchantments would likely prevent such creatures from penetrating its walls.”

Another orc scoffed loudly as he gestured at the idea dismissively. “The archive has been lost for hundreds of years. In all that time the enchantment might have failed and allowed them in.”

The first orc let out a sigh as he looked up at the ceiling. “Perhaps, but to think that such marvelous creations were lost is saddening. The texts from the tribe before Gashur speak so highly of the mountain city.”

I glanced around at the group as I briefly forgot about my stomach. “What this about a city?” I asked curiously.

The orc beside me gesture at the first orc as he explained. “There was a tribe that resided in these lands long before Gashur. Ruins of the cities they built can still be found along the mountains, in particular, a city residing within the last mountain to the north. The magic they created was not particularly powerful, but it still delved into areas the Institute still tries to understand. Some of the things they created are called spellstones, manastones that could create and cast spells all their own; just from being supplied the necessary mana.”

I nodded as I leaned forward slightly, now fully engrossed in the subject. “I thought that was already a thing. I mean, you can make staves that test how much mana a person has. From the way I understood it, it sounds like one of those spell stones.”

The orc nodded as he gestured at the door. “You speak of Orbul’s staff. It is the most well studied enchanting technique from that tribe. In truth, many have attempted to recreate the spell stones from what little text we have on the tribe. That staff is simply the only one that has yet been recreated.”

I glanced at the others as the series of events started to be pieced together. “So, why not make the other spellstones? If you could do it for the staff, then it should be easy to recreate the rest.”

The orc shook his head. “Unfortunately, that is not true. The mana spellstone is amongst the most detailed record of spellstones we have. Besides, their method of casting magic is slightly different from the magic we are used to. It appears to translate more readily into spells stones.” I nodded as I stared off slightly, making a mental note. “That might be useful. I'll have to find out some more, assuming the group doesn't find them first. If you can tie a spell to a stone, you might not even need to learn a spell to cast it. It'll be a handheld pressure cutter. . . . Definitely need to look into that.” I looked up as the door to the infirmary opened and Welub walked in. “For now, focus on classes.”

The lesson started normally enough. Welub began with a lecture accompanied by an Illusion displaying the relevant information. He then moved onto a wooden dummy with faux damage applied to it. We were about halfway through that part when all hell suddenly. Welub was demonstrating the various spells to reconstruct damaged limbs when the infirmary door suddenly burst open, spitting four orcs into the room. Two of them had a third's arms draped over their shoulders while the last one followed concernedly. “We Need Some Assistance!” One of them roared. I felt shocked and adrenaline course through my veins as I saw the state of the third orc. His right side was blackened and scorched with pitted spots carrying glowing red fluid. His left side seemed equally damaged, bruises covering the limb as blood dripped from his fingertips. The orc seemed in horrendous pain and my stomach churned from the sight.

Welub reacted calmly and quickly gestured for the class to join him. “Impromptu demonstration time.” He said calmly as the two orcs lowered the third onto one of the beds. “It is time to demonstrate the cure of Magma venom.” He began gesturing over the orc as his ragged breath came wheezing from his mouth. He suddenly pointed to a group of three on his left side then at me and another orc as we stood on his right. “You three, tend to his bone. You two repair the magma worm damage.” I stood there for a second as I registered the series of events that had led to this. Meanwhile, the other four simply nodded and stepped forward to tend to their respective tasks. I forced myself to move forward as I assessed the damage. The forearm I faced looked pitted and cracked like a burned log, fluid oozing from a few pores as I watched. I felt my heartbeat in my ears as I shakily started gesturing through the spells.

Suddenly, the orcs ragged voice reached my ears. “Not the outsider. Anyone but the outsider.” I faltered as I looked up at him. He stared down at me with contempt, as if he was looking down at something he stepped in.

My hands continued to shake as Welub forced the orc's head to the bed. “Just Cast The Spell.” He said firmly. I nodded hesitantly as I looked down at the limb. I shakily started gesturing again as I focused on it, trying desperately to recall the correct spell. I felt a familiar fear as I neared the end of the spell, watching as what seemed like burning ashes rise from his arm, cinders that took the shape of a butterfly. I blinked as I focussed myself on the present and cast the spell. The cracks in his arm started to heal and I felt a brief moment of relief as I pushed forward and started undoing the damage.

That feeling was quickly stifled as the orc let out a roar of pain and used his leg to kick me in the stomach, knocking me to the floor and away from the bed. “End Your Torture, Outsider! You Should Never Have Been Allowed In.” I stared, shocked, as I registered his words.

“Ignore Him, Outsider. Complete The Task.” Welub said firmly. I stared at the arm as I tried to suppress the feeling of uselessness running through me. “Outsider!” Welub repeated. I felt my heart continuing to beat as I saw the embers growing more numerous despite my efforts. Welub finally let out a scoff and pointed at another orc. “You, finish the task.” The orc didn't hesitate and stepped forward to take my place. I felt a churning in my stomach as the useless feeling turned into helplessness. I closed my eyes as memories flashed through my mind, ignoring my efforts to stifle them as my heart beat faster. I didn't need to remember. I didn't want to remember. I had to focus on the present. I opened my eyes and looked up as a groan echoed around the infirmary. The mages were busy repairing the orc, giving me a half clear vision of the one on the bed. I could still see his blackened and molted arm as it was being fixed and I reached my breaking point. I stood and grabbed my backpack as I left the infirmary, retreating from the feeling of dread I was facing. “DO BETTER DAMN IT! You Need To Do Better.” I let out a shaking sigh as I made my way towards the exit and back to the barn.

            

    
        41. Preparing to Journey

    
    
    
    
                

Amelia



I descended the stairs from the study as I returned from my mana manipulation class. This session was about mana as it pertained to the moon. My mind replayed his lecture as I made careful note of how the phases interacted with certain spells. “Who knew the moon could be used as a power source. Then again, it does fall in line with the energy output to earth during the respective phases. Of course, there's always been mysticism about the moon. I mean a werewolf only every appears during the full moon. . . . I hope we won't have to worry about werewolves.” I looked up as I finally reached the bottom of the stars and spotted Dexter leaning against a wall, one arm gripping the opposing strap of his backpack while the other positioned his hand to cover his mouth. I grinned slightly as I approached. “Ready to head back?” I asked. Dexter didn't take notice of my words, nor my presence. Instead, he just slowly panted, staring at the floor as he did so. I bent slightly to look him in the eyes. Still, he didn't notice me. His eyes were dilated and unfocused. A unicorn could have walked past, and he probably wouldn't have noticed. “Wait, are those also a thing? I need to find a bestiary for this world.” I waved my hand in front of Dexter's face as I spoke again. “Dexter!” I said a little loudly. Dexter finally blinked and focused on my face and I repeated my earlier question. “Are you ready to go?”

Dexter nodded as he rubbed his face, still seemingly dazed. “Yeah, let's go.” He agreed, straightening and walking past me and towards the door. I turned and followed him as I noticed his clenched fist trembling slightly. I decided to wait a bit before asking the obvious question. “I know how he reacted last time I tried to pry in unwanted. I'll ask him when he cools down a bit.” I returned to replaying the lecture as we joined the guards waiting for us out front and started making our way back to the barn.



It wasn't until late into the night that I finally decided to question him about his thoughts. We were studying our respective subjects, me reviewing Spell constructing while Dexter meticulously studied up on Healing magic. I looked up again as we entered our third hour of non-stop studying. Dexter was slowly rubbing his head as he read the book in front of him. I fiddled with my fingers a bit as I considered how to phrase the question. Finally, I broke the silence permeating the barn and directly asked him. “How was your Restoration class today?”

Dexter looked up at me and blinked in surprise. He was silent for a minute as he seemed to ponder the question. “It was okay.” He replied calmly, turning back to his book. “Nothing worthwhile happened. I did, however, overhear something about spellstones in an abandoned city in the mountain north of here. It might be worth it to check it out at some point.”

I stared at him as he became silent again and I was left with the unanswered question. “Nothing?” I asked skeptically. “There's nothing you want to talk about?”

Dexter closed his eyes and let out a sigh as he dropped his head. “I'm fine.” He insisted. “There's nothing we need to talk about. I just need to move forward; to get better.”

I gave half a thought to push him for an answer but decided against it. “Alright.” I finally admitted. “We don't have to talk. I just wanted to make sure you're not trying to hide something major from me like last time. You ended up requiring Garahks help to fix it.”

Dexter was silent for a minute then let out a sigh as he looked at an empty corner of the barn. After another minute of staring, he finally relented and answered. “It's not as major as what happened then,” he finally admitted. “I just encountered a sore point that got pressed. Groups are searching the mountain to find the ‘Archive' as they call it. One of the groups returned and required some heavy healing techniques. Apparently, magma worms are a thing and one of them . . bit a guy. I just . . . I made a mistake and caused someone to be hurt. He was an asshole, but even if he wasn't, the outcome would have been the same. I hesitated and took too much time to cast the right spell. If he were someone I cared about I would have failed them and . . .” Dexter let out another sigh as he turned a page. “I don't want what happened during the battle to happen again. If something can be avoided, I should . . . need to be able to avoid it. When it comes to lives, I don't want to leave anything up to chance. I need to get this exactly right. Otherwise, I'm going to make another mistake with permanent consequences. . . I don't know if I can stand the kind of consequences these kinds of mistakes create.”

I nodded as I allowed the silence to hang in the air for a minute. Dexter let out another sigh before I finally spoke. “I'm glad you were willing to share,” I said, being as encouraging as I could. “It can't have been easy, but I'm glad you did.” Dexter trailed his finger down the page and let out a sigh. “Just know that I'm here for you, whenever you need to talk.” Dexter was silent for a minute then nodded slowly. I stifled a grin as I turned back to my book and continued reading. We sat there as the night progressed and we each learned more about our respective subjects.



The next day went by a lot faster than normal. I think Dexter was anxious to get to Garahk's study and make sure she was set up for Quartz production. He also invited Gremach to the barn for some brainstorming sessions. I hesitated when he mentioned going up to the mountain. We stopped in the hallways as Dexter quickly explained his reasoning. “I want to help you guys as much as possible. That means if you're looking for something, I'm going to help search for it.”

Gremach shook his head as he gestured northward. “Students have spent years searching the tunnels. Some have even begun to doubt the existence of the Archive. I don't see how you will be able to locate it.”

I stepped in front of Dexter as I voiced my objections. “You mentioned Magma worms to me last night. From what you told me it seems like experienced mages can barely handle them. How can we hope to if we can't even stand up to ones that only have basic knowledge?”

Dexter let out a sigh as he rubbed his head and stared off. “I'll have to figure it out.” He admitted. “They're going in groups, so I can probably make a group of my own.” He then continued to stare off for a minute then turned to Gremach.

Gremach immediately threw his hands up and took a few steps back. “No. Before you ask, I refuse. I am not going to go into the mountain city to find a place that might have long since rotten beneath the earth.”

Dexter let out a sharp sigh and gestured towards Gremach. “If it means finding artifacts and knowledge the Institute has yet to uncover, don't you think it'll be worth it? Besides, you won't be the only one I invite. I know of a few others that could be interested in the mountain.”

Gremach shook his head insistently. “I do not care how many you invite. I do not wish to enter the mountain. There is no glory in finding used artifacts.”

Dexter paused then rubbed his lip as he stared off. “What if there was?” He asked as he turned back. Gremach hesitated but didn't answer. “There's plenty of glory in finding something that was lost. Hell, we have an entire profession devoted to finding lost artifacts. One of the most famous expeditions was to a tomb of a long-dead Pharaoh. Despite how long ago the expedition was, he's still one of the most well-known individuals to date. Besides, the tomb of King Tut is paltry compared to what this is supposed to be.” Gremach rubbed his head as he seemed to think. “You could be known as the person that helped find the lost Archive and the spellstones of Doomach.” Dexter continued.

Gremach was silent for another minute before he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. Finally, he relaxed and looked up at Dexter. “I shall join you, but you two will need to better equip yourselves for such an expedition. Others or not, the worms that reside in the mountain are dangerous.” I watched Dexter nod then glance at me.

I faltered as I realized he was waiting for me to agree with him. I almost shook my head in response but sighed reluctantly as I repeated an earlier qualm. “I'm with Gremach on this one. Going into a mountain on a whim seems dangerous.”

Dexter shook his head as he gestured insistently. “It's not on a whim if we prepare for it. Besides, I'm wasn't about to go in without learning a few new spells anyway. I already memorized the spell I was supposed to use on the guy. I'm also trying to learn that Impact spell we saw a while ago. It might be useful against those magma worms.”

I let out a sigh as I started to stare off and give the idea some thought. “IF we adequately prepare for the mountain we shouldn't have a problem. Unfortunately, we have no idea what we'd be facing and what we need to find the Archive. There could be more than . . . whatever Magma worms are. Although, we might have the leisure of prep time. Dexter could be thinking about taking a week to prepare. There's are also the merchants to consider. He might not be willing to make the journey with the merchants in the city. Though it might be better to make a round trip while they're here. We'll know where they are and won't run the risk of bumping into them while we're out. If he's planned all that out, there's just the matter of finding the archive.” I turned back to him as I finally formed a question. “How soon are you thinking about going?”

Dexter paused and began rubbing his lip as he pondered. “About a week from now. The merchants will still be in the city, so we won't run the risk of running into them on the way over. That'll also give me some time to gather a group and prepare them for the mountain.” He then turned and pointed at Gremach. “We'll also spend that time making a spell that'll help us track down the archive. If we can narrow down where to search, we'll have an easier time finding it.”

Gremach paused then nodded as he glanced behind him. “We shall have to discuss such a spell tonight. For the moment, I have a class to attend. I shall meet you at your abode around sunset. … I bid the two of you, good day.”

Dexter and I nodded as Dexter waved at Gremach's now retreating form. He then turned to me as he thoughtfully rubbed his lower lip. “I'll need to find Yotul and Borba. They might be useful against the worms. We should probably find Brokil too. Even if he doesn't want to come he might be able to recommend some people interested in the mountain. Same for Yotul and Borba.”

I tilted my head as I looked at him. “Who?” I asked.

Dexter gestured down the hall as he explained. “Two orcs that helped me when I had that division problem. They were also the ones that showed me where to find Garahk's study. I think they'll be willing to help us search the mountain. It's just a matter of finding them.”

I nodded as I glanced towards where Gremach had gone. “Well, if you plan on going to the mountain, you'll want to try and read up on what the city used to be. That might give you a hint at where to start looking.”

Dexter nodded as he continued to think. “That might help, but that's likely what the others have thought about. Anything they already know about the city isn't going to lead us to the archive. No, it'll be better if we make our own observations of the place. That's where the spell comes in. I just need to figure out the right way to frame and build it.”

I shrugged as I started walking down the hall. Dexter looked up and followed close behind as I started making my way towards the dungeons. “In any case, we have classes to attend. I'll keep an eye out for Brokil and fill him in on the details if I see him.”

I glanced back in time to see Dexter nod and adjust the straps on his backpack. “I'll go up and ask Garahk about Yotul and Borba once my defense class is done. We'll meet back at the entrance hall once I get everything straightened out.”

I nodded as we continued walking to our respective class. “Sounds like a plan.” I agreed.



Dexter



I panted slightly as the defensive magic class had finally wrapped up. I'd pushed myself a little harder to properly learn and cast the barriers, staying on my toes when it came to the sparring session. I wanted to say I also faired much better against my sparring partner, but I could still tell he was holding back his full capabilities for his own sake. I also found myself preoccupied with figuring out a spell for spelunking through a mountain. By the end, I had a long series of ideas for something that could work. “Some kind of tunneling spell would be the most direct route, but that runs the risk of collapse and fucking up the archive. I could beef up the Illuminate spell and have a long-range torch, but that's probably been thought of before. Hell, that's probably the first thing most students make before going to the mountain. Besides, visibility is a good way to travel through a cave, but it's not going to help me find the archive. Oh, you know what I could do? Make a beacon pair and have it used as a back and forth in case only one of us can traverse an obstacle. Whether or not I'll have time to make those is another question.” I looked up as I let out a sigh. The sun was beaming through the warped panes of glass. It gave the courtyard a cool heat that I was still unfamiliar with. I let out another sigh as I looked down and watched the others exit through the courtyard door. “I'll figure it out. I just need some more info to go on. Maybe reading up on the city isn't such a bad idea.” My thoughts were interrupted as Bruga appeared beside me. “You appear distracted. Is something occupying your thoughts?”

I paused then nodded as I glanced at the door again. “The weapon thing just isn’t panning out like I had hoped, at least not yet. There are too many variables to consider and too much time between me and him to come up with a viable counter. I'm thinking about helping you guys find some of the artifacts you're looking for. Finding those spellstones of Doomach might be on my radar at the moment. If you don't know how to make them, I can probably help you in that regard as well. If not, then at least I helped you find them.”

Bruga suddenly smiled as she heard my explanation. “That sounds as if you seek an adventure. Perhaps you plan on bringing others along on such an expedition?”

I let out a small laugh as I heard her question. “You don't even know where I plan to go. How do you know you'll want to join me?”

Bruga smiled and shrugged in response. “Is that not part of the fun? Besides, observing you in action may yet alleviate my misgivings of you..”

I hesitated at her sudden interest as I considered her mindset. Surely this hadn’t come out of nowhere. “Still, it could be dangerous. I've seen what the place can do to people. It isn't pretty.”

Bruga shrugged as she reached into her shawl and seemed to palm something. “I am confident it will be worth the risk. Any chance to find a lost artifact is a chance worth taking.” She assured me.

I gave her a skeptical look as I considered her words. “Why the sudden change?” I asked. “You’re not about to trust me after you tried to threaten me, are you?”

Bruga shrugged as she pulled her hand from her bag. “Observing your progress in my class has piqued my interest. Your sudden interest in the mountain has thusly made me interested in your mindset.” She suddenly gave me a wry smile as her words once again stuck out to me. “In any case, would you really turn away someone willing to journey with you to the mountain? I don’t imagine a great number of people would wish to align themselves with the outsider.”

I paused again as I considered. I knew she was right, but that didn’t detract from the fact that I hated how right she was. She would be an indispensable ally after all. I finally sigh then nodded as I added her to my mental list. “Alright, I need another day or two to find the others, but I'll tell you when we'll meet to discuss the plan.”

Bruga grinned and nodded. “I look forward to it.” She then turned and began striding towards the exit, waving goodbye to me as she did. I waved back as I let out a sigh and reassessed my plan. “Gremach will be able to help make the spell I need. Yotul and Borba will be able to provide offensive support. Brokil might know a bit about the city from his previous master. Hopefully, Bruga will compliment Yotul and Borba with defensive spells. All that leaves is to find the archive and bypass any lock that might be in place.” I glanced at my watch as I finally followed the others out the door and started making my way towards Garahk's study. “For now, get the team together.”



Amelia



I walked into the library once my alchemy class was done. Dexter seemed to prefer making his observations, but there was nothing wrong with looking at what they did know about the city. I walked over to the front counter and addressed the orc sitting behind it. “Do you have any books about that mountain city north of here?”

He nodded as he gestured towards the shelves. “We have some copies of recovered tomes near the back. Look for the section marked Replicate History.” I nodded as I turned and followed his directions towards the back of the library. I found the section he described and started combing the shelves. Hundreds of books stared back, many just replicates of each other, but their titles gave little to no hint at what to look for. “Shit, I probably should have asked what the city's name was. Not to mention, I don't even know what to look for. These are all replicates of books that probably existed back then. Given that none of them knew the city would become abandoned; they could either directly mention the archive, or not go anywhere near it.” I glanced along the shelf as I heard rifling parchment further down the aisle. An orc sat with his back to one of the shelves, reading through a book as a stack of books rested beside him. His short black hair barely scraped the top of his shawl and even from this position, I could tell he was shorter than the others.

He was slowly muttering to himself as he traced his finger down the page. “Month of growth: The Elder Doomach has presented an intriguing new stone, one that may cast spells at the simple expense of mana. This is one of the greatest improvements Doomach has created. Already there are several boxes full of spellstones within the Archive. One can only wonder how many spells can be etched into the crystals.” The orc then let out a low growl as he turned the page. “But where is the Archive? I already know what is in it. I need to know where to find it.”

I took in the sight before me as an idea gradually formed in my head. I grinned slightly as I finally took a few steps forward and addressed the orc. “Reading something interesting?” I asked.

The orc jumped slightly and turned to me, revealing deep brown eyes, as he suddenly became aware of my presence then relaxed. “Ah, it is merely you. I did not see you.”

I nodded as I closed the gap between us and looked down at his book. The text that was displayed appeared to be more damaged than the book would let on, but then I quickly realized that it was deliberately written that way, with spots of green creeping along the edges and even conquering a corner of the page. “Is that about the mountain city?” I asked curiously.

The orc paused as he seemed to consider my question then nodded as he turned back to his book and rubbed his eyes. “Yes, this is a recreation of one of the tomes recovered from the city. I expect you are now looking for the Archive as well?”

I nodded as I crouched beside him and looked at the stack. “A recent decision that I'm still not one hundred percent on board with, but still it's now a priority of mine. Are all of those different books from the city?”

He nodded as he glanced at the stack. “This is only a portion of the full collection recovered. There's still an entire shelf that might give insight into the location of the archive.”

I turned in the direction of his finger as he pointed it towards one of the nearby shelves. A few gaps were visible from where I knelt, likely from the very books this orc had piled around him. I tilted my head as I started to question the legitimacy of that claim. “If there are so many copies, wouldn't someone have read it by now? You have to copy pages by hand. So, why would the information in the books still be unknown.”

The orc shook his head as he reached into his satchel and pulled out two pieces of parchment and an inkwell. “Handmade recreations are the non-magical method of creating more tomes. Typically scribes use this method of books that are beyond our interest. Here, we employ a simpler method.” He turned to me and revealed one of the pages was blank while the other had physical writing on it, likely notes from the classes he was taking. He laid the pages down on the floor in front of himself, with the inkwell in between them. He gestured briefly then laid his hands on the pages, causing the ink to appear on the blank page. Once the ink stopped materializing he showed me the once blank page and revealed it to be an exact copy of the previous page. “We use a larger spell to replicate entire books in a single hour, without learning what is in it.”

I nodded as I watched him replace the pages and inkwell in his satchel. “So that means people have been pouring over these books to find out what's in them. I'm guessing you're one of those people?”

The orc nodded again as he flipped the page. “I have been studying these replicas for longer than I care to admit. I now start to doubt that they hold what I am currently looking for. In any case, the city has held many marvelous mysteries. The Archive is only the latest of rooms being searched for. The recent increase in searches has encouraged me to resume studying these tomes in the hope of finding something that might reveal a location worth making a trip to the mountain.”

I let out a hmmm of understanding as I glanced at the pile of books. “How many groups are over at the mountain right now?” I asked, turning to the orc. “There can’t be that many if you haven’t found the archive yet.”

The orc paused again before shrugging. “There is only one that I know is there at the moment, but there could be a dozen others. Even then, the city is quite vast and it would take a week for them to comb through the city proper. All of them will be searching throughout the city for the Archive. There is no telling which places have been thoroughly searched and which have not. Many think it is beyond the magma worm nest near the apex of the city. So far, none have made it past them to verify.”

I nodded as I folded my hands together and pressed my pointer fingers to my lips. “That makes finding the Archive more difficult. If it really is past a nest of those worms, we'd need to brute force past them. If not, then we'd just be wasting time trying to fight through them. The smart thing to do would be to search the other places in the city before checking the nest. Of course, that still means searching the city and if it's as big as Snakhagr it might take weeks to search through just half the buildings.” I turned to the orc as I grinned slightly. “I'm guessing you don't have a group to go with yet?”

The orc looked up at me hesitantly. “I do not. However, I am curious as to how you know of that fact?”

I shrugged as I gestured about. “It's just a bit of reasoning. I'm guessing most groups would read up on the city, but I'm also guessing most others prefer to read up in pairs, especially if there are so many books about the city. So, it's odd to find someone reading up on a city with such a heavy workload all alone. That likely means you're either in a small group or planning something reckless and going to the city by yourself. Since most small groups would likely agree to get a larger one for such a supposedly dangerous expedition, you're most likely planning to go to the city by yourself, likely because of the ‘one group' you know is in the city.”

The orc sat there guiltily as I finished my monologue and waited for him to reply. He drummed his fingers along the page and let out a sigh before nodding and admitting his motivations. “It is because of the group I know of, particularly an individual that has been the bane of my existence since attending the Institute. I find myself extremely motivated to discover the Archive before her, lest she have another victory to dangle over my head. Call it what you will; Spite, anger, vengeance, but I intend to find the Archive before her, even if I have to do it myself.”

I nodded as I glanced at the books before him. All that knowledge, and someone willing to comb through it. “Then today might be your lucky day. You might not have to search the mountains alone. As it so happens, Dexter is looking for the Archive as well. You might just be the kind of person he's looking for.”

The orc faltered as he heard my offer. “Would he truly be approving of my addition? There has not been anyone willing to accommodate me as of yet. They claim my inability in magic would hinder their progress.”

I shrugged as I gestured at the books. “Do you think you'll be able to navigate around the city?” I asked. “Even if you’re not as confident in one aspect, other aspects might prove even more useful.”

The orc paused for only a moment before nodding and tapping the stack next to him. “I had read a few of these tomes several times over. I am confident I would be able to act as a guide should that become necessary.”

I nodded as I extended a hand and offered to help him up. “Then you'll fit in just fine.” The orc hesitated for another minute before taking my hand. I helped him up and gestured at the books left beside him. “Bring those with you if you can. Dexter might want a crash course on the city before heading out.” The orc nodded as he bent to pick up the books. I glanced back and brushed a strand of hair around my ears before asking the obvious question. “So, what's your name?”

The orc grinned as he turned to me. “I suppose I am not well known to you. I am Salthu, lower mage. As one like you might guess, I do not have the same capabilities as some of the other mages in the Institute. However, what I lack in magical ability, I make up for in enthusiasm.”

I nodded as I gestured down the aisle. “Well, whatever your ability, I'm sure you'll be more than helpful. It usually takes more than raw power to find a lost ruin.” The orc nodded as I turned and started leading him out of the library and up towards the entrance hall. “I just narrowed days-worth of book reading into a few hours of lecture time. I wonder if Dexter has had as much luck as I've had.”

            

    
        42. The Gathering

    
    
    
    
                

Dexter



After accidentally recruiting Bruga to the expedition, I made my way towards Garahk. I was starting to feel guilty about going to her every time I needed something. So, I resigned to asking her where to take my inquiries so that I wasn't bugging her every couple of days. I turned down the hallway and arrived at the large wooden door that led to her study. I raised my knuckles to rap sharply on the door when it was suddenly pulled open and Garahk stepped out. I blinked in surprise and flinched as I took a step back. Garahk did the same as she realized I was standing there. “Jesus, this place likes people running into each other.”

Garahk composed herself and grinned as she shrugged, walking past me to start moving down the hall. I started following her as she indirectly addressed me. “The Institute has a way of such things. Am I correct in assuming you have come with another creation?”

I shook my head but quickly realized she couldn't directly see me. “No, I'm actually here about the artifacts in the mountain north of here. I need to find some mages that might be able to help me out. I also want to know where to make inquiries like these so that I'm not bugging you all the time.”

Garahk let out a short laugh as she turned the corner and continued along the hall. “I do not terribly mind, but if it will ease your conscience I will tell you of the inquiry desk. It is downstairs to the left of the entrance hall. Any inquiries you might have will be best answered there. I know a great deal of what goes on in my Institute, but even I am unaware of some matters.”

I nodded as I followed her through the study and towards the stairs. “That's reasonable. There are two hundred and fifty people here; it would be difficult to keep track of everyone and everything they do, especially when there are so many other places to go.” Garahk nodded as she walked down the stairs and towards the entrance hall. “I'll drop in later then, once I get back from the mountain. Since this pertains to two particular individuals, the desk will likely be more helpful than you can be.”

Garahk turned to me as she stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “You do not want to observe the fruits of your labor?” She asked.

I tilted my head as I stared at her curiously. “I only gave you the means for crystal growth the other day. I can't imagine how you already have another batch ready.”

Garahk grinned as she turned and gestured for me to follow her. I complied as she began explaining. “Magic is a fascinating art. Some discoveries come out of research and study, others by mere accidents. One such accident revealed entire realms beyond ours. A brief connection between realms is also what brought you here. However, there are more realms than yours and mine, many more.”

I hurried a bit to start walking beside her and looked at her to ask the obvious question. “You mean dimensions, right? Places that are inaccessible to each other even if you traveled an infinite. . . endless distance in either of them.”

Garahk didn't reply for a second as she seemed to consider my question. She then nodded as she turned and traveled through a doorway and I fell back to walking behind her. “I suppose the more informed realms each have their own term for it, but yes, there are many realms in existence. Some of these realms vary slightly, others greatly. One detail that may vary between realms is the rate at which time passes. A month in one realm is merely an hour in another. This difference has proven to be useful to those that know how to exploit it. For instance, with our ability to create miniature realms in our local realm, we can create a small area where the passage of time is much greater than the present passage.”

I nodded along as I tried to piece together what she was implying. “So . . . You've managed to make, what I can only guess to be, a pocket dimension where the temporal flow is a lot faster than the local space-time?”

Garahk paused as we started walking down the stairs towards the dungeon. “I am unfamiliar with those words, but if you speak so confidently of your words then I can only assume that is how you would describe this procedure. If that were the case, then yes it is a difference in ‘temporal flow'. I have co-opted your method and created a way to ‘grow' more crystals from the materials you provided. I am just going to collect the first batch of these crystals.” I nodded as I continued to follow her into the dungeon, the air turning damp and moist as we walked. “Mildew must thrive down here. Then again, they have plenty of magic to repair any damage, though maybe not for the other effects. I'll need to ask Amelia about that.” We emerged into the dungeon and I followed her as she wound her way through, past cauldron and shelves, jars and tables of ingredients galore, some glowing slightly while others letting off a faint smoke. Eventually, she arrived at a closed door and reached into her shawl. I could hear incoherent muttering through the rough wood as Garahk pulled something out and turned to me. “Do not interfere with the ritual once you enter. Especially do not touch the field. Living creatures are not able to make the journey between the realms as of this moment. The consequences of violating the boundaries are severe.”

My face fell at the thought and I nodded grimly as she relayed her warning. “Don't touch anything. Got it.” I affirmed. Garahk nodded as she turned back to the door and inserted a key. She twisted the handle hard to unlock the door and then pushed it open. I followed her and entered a scene that was . . . difficult to describe. I could see three orcs kneeling around a circle of iron staves, green flames sprouting from the top of each staff. They each wore a modified version of the mage's shawl, leather sash crossing their torso from shoulder to hip. Their hands here pressed to the floor as they chanted in unison, but that wasn't the strangest part. An uneven white hemisphere occupied the center of the circle, reaching up to my shoulders as its surface moved and rippled. It seemed to vibrate in unison with the voices, growing and dying with each enunciation. I turned to the orcs as I noticed their voices sounded rough and hoarse as if they had been at this for a while. Garahk moved to circle the hemisphere and seemed to peer at something out of sight. I followed her and saw a fourth orc, kneeling opposite one of the others and chanting with them.

I turned to look at the hemisphere again as Garahk gestured about the room. “Dexter, meet four of the Magistrates at my Institution. They are four of the most skilled mages currently residing here. There are very few that outmatch them in all of Gashur.” I nodded as I focused my attention on the hemisphere and watched it ripple. “You may release the spell now. I believe enough time has passed.” The orcs nodded and let out a sigh as they removed their hands from the floor. The hemisphere remained as it rippled from where the orcs had knelt. I was tempted to reach out and touch the surface but forcibly decided against it, no point in tempting fate. The orcs stood and circled the staves to converge at a table on one side of the room, picking up goblets and drinking deeply from them. The hemisphere continued to ripple as it started making strange wet sounds, like that of rushing water. After a minute, the hemisphere started to change, growing clearer as the fire atop the staves started fading. Eventually, I could make out objects within the circle, black blotches in an otherwise pale landscape.

Garahk's voice interrupted my thought as she gestured at each of the present Magistrates. “First, we have Gruul, he has a particular aptitude for ritual magic.” The orc on the far left raised his goblet slightly in my direction. He seemed unusually average when it came to the orcs, save for the bright green eyes staring out from sunken sockets. They gave him a certain exhausted look that I doubt would have gone away with a good night's sleep. His shawl was a dark red color and his sash seemed to carry an assortment of strange ingredients in jars, much like what you'd see for a bandolier, but with a pestle and mortar strapped to the bottom. He carried a certain air that was a strange mixture of contempt and intrigue, mostly directed towards me.

Garahk then gestured to the next orc. “This is Shagar, her skills lie with transformations.” Shagar grinned wide and waved sweetly to me. To say that she looked beautiful would have been an understatement. Her face was without faults and seemed to be an exotic mix of sharp and smooth. Even the tusks protruding from her mouth seemed to accentuate, rather than diminish, her appearance. Her shawl, though as thick as the others, did little to hide the obvious curves beneath it. The deep blue color seemed to magnify rather than hide her figure. Even the sash across her chest, which had a series of blocky symbols etched into it, seemed to make her exemplify the idea of beauty. “Aphrodite can eat her heart out with this one.”

Garahk gestured at the next orc and I forced my attention away from Shagar's sultry smile. “He is Auhgan, nature mage extraordinaire.” Auhgan nodded in my direction as he tapped his fist to his chest. He seemed the most normal amongst them. His features were a bit bulkier than the rest, but beyond that, the dark hair and brown eyes were indicative of a stereotypical orc. His sash was the only barren one, merely a length of leather wrapped around his torso that partially covered his green shawl.

Garahk then gestured at the final orc. “Last among us is Homraz, one with a particular propensity towards the cerebral arts.” Homraz grinned timidly and waved towards me. Her features were far more realistic than Shagar's. Her hazel eyes gave a stark contrast to her dark silvery hair. She wore a purple shawl similar to Garahk's, though without the ram's head on her shoulder. Her sash carried scrolls of various sizes and colors, strapped in much the same way as Gruul's ingredients were arranged. However, unlike Gruul, Homraz carried an air of nervousness that you wouldn't expect from someone as skilled as she was supposed to be.

I waved to each of them and glanced back at the hemisphere as I noticed it turning clear now. The green flames were almost completely out, and the field was almost clear. Within I could see four black cauldrons sitting upon enchanted stoves and topped with a medieval clamping device. This circle was noticeably different than the one Garahk had used on me. Instead of dirt taking up the floor, it was more cobblestone, laid out in a radial pattern from the center of the circle. As I watched, the hemisphere finally faded and disappeared with a soft pop. As soon as the barrier vanished, Garahk stepped into the circle and approached one of the cauldrons. She adjusted something on the stove and caused a soft click to emanate from the device. She then gestured briefly and caused a stream of frost to spray out from her palm, creating steam that would rise into the air before disappearing into nothingness. She waved the stream over the cauldron for a few minutes until the frost started to accumulate on the body. She then stood and undid the clamp, unwinding a handle at the top that raised the wooden bar off the lid, and caused the cauldron to let out a stale hisss. She then removed the clamp, lifted the lid, and pulled out a baseball-sized piece of quartz, remarkably clearer than the one I'd first presented to her, attached to a piece of nickel wire. The other mages stepped into the circle and marveled at the crystal. “Fascinating.” Gruul croaked hoarsely. He turned to me and pointed at the stone. “Is it true that you outsiders create crystals like these on a consistent basis?”

I nodded as I gestured with my hands. “Yeah, on a much larger scale though. The ones we make are about this big. It takes half a year to grow, but it's balanced out by how much we make at once. We'd probably use your entire supply of quartz for a single batch.”

Shagar nodded as she leaned over and peered into the cauldron. “I would imagine.” She rasped. Despite the damage her vocal cords had obviously sustained, her voice still managed to carry the sultry elegance she was likely used to producing. “We used a substantial amount of crystals. Yet, only produced so large a stone.” I nodded as I walked into the circle and glanced into the cauldron. A few pebbles of quartz remained, as well as particles that seemed to float freely in the mild acid. Stone impurities that hadn’t been noticed before.

I turned to look at the finished crystal as I mentally compared it to the first batch. “Clear quartz is a little denser than natural quartz, a byproduct of the faults present in natural quartz. That one is probably even better than the first one I gave Garahk.

Garahk nodded as she pulled the nickel wire out of the crystal and examined the nearly clear rock. “Only slightly, but it is still an improvement over the first.”

I felt a tap on my shoulder and I turned to see Homraz's smiling face. “Thank you.” She muttered roughly. “This discovery will certainly further the Institute and our research.”

I grinned and let out a short laugh as I turned back to the cauldrons. “This is certainly a step in the right direction,” I confirmed. I tilted my head as I realized the inconsistency with the number of slices I'd given Garahk and the number of cauldrons currently present. I turned to her as I asked the obvious question. “What's with the fourth cauldron? I only gave you three slices.”

Garahk nodded as she handed the crystal to Auhgan and moved over to another cauldron. “I experimented with this method on my own and have taken the liberty of creating a copy of your entry of quartz crystals. I did not realize so many crystals are merely a variant of this quartz.” She began repeating the same process as before, turning off the stove and cooling off the cauldron with her spell.

I tilted my head as I watched her. “You had it copied while we were busy at the Institute?” I asked curiously. Garahk let out an affirmative mmhm as she finished the process and began undoing the clamp upon the cauldron. I watched her lift the lid and revealed another gem suspended by a nickel wire, this one a clear purple color. It was also the size of a baseball and quite a bit larger than the crystal currently on Garahk's staff. I grinned slightly as I leaned over to marvel at the new stone. “You repeated the process with Amethysts,” I remarked, amazed. “I wasn’t sure you really could do that.”

Garahk let out another grunt as she yanked the wire from the gemstone and examined it carefully. “Not to the quality I was anticipating, but it is still an improvement.”

I tilted my head again as I continued to grin at the stone. I could now see a radial wave of alternating color expanding out from an epicenter. “Yeah, impurities are impurities. They're never going to be perfect.”

Garahk paused then nodded as she compared the stone to the one on top of her staff. “Still, this will prove most useful to me. I shall have to see just which gemstones are capable of being grown using this method.”

I nodded as I glanced at my watch. 4:34 “Anyway, I better get to the Inquiries desk before it closes. It was nice meeting you all.” I waved in their general direction as I turned and started making my way out the door. I could hear them make their farewells as I walked through and started making my way towards the Inquiry Desk. “Interesting magic, pocket dimensions, and time dilation. I'll have to do some research of my own. For now, I just need to know where to find Yotul and Borba.” I quickly found the stairs and started making my way back up. “I just hope the Inquiries desk is easy to find.”

As it turned out, there wasn't much need to worry about finding the desk. It sat clear in the center of the room that housed it, surrounded by shelves of books and scrolls as well as other desks, tables, and chairs. I looked around as I realized it looked similar to the library, except for the massive desk in the middle of the room. The desk itself was one of those all-around desks, with rounded edges at each of its four corners. At the very center of the desk sat a circular shelf of drawers, much like the ones you'd see holding a library index, only this one was massive. It stretched up towards the ceiling and even had a ladder leaning against it. I approached the desk and drew the attention of one of four orcs currently sitting behind it. His boredom turned to intrigue as he leaned on the desk to speak to me. “Greetings, how may I assist you today?”

I let out a sigh as I glanced up at the massive index shelf, watching one of the other orcs open and rifle through one of the drawers. “I need to know where I can find two mages. I need their help on an upcoming trip.”

The orc nodded as he donned a pair of spectacles and turned to look up at the index shelf. “I believe we will be able to tell you where you may find them at certain times. What are their names?”

I watched him walk a short way along the shelf as I replied. “Yotul and Borba. I think they'll be with each other most of the time. They look like two people that don't do much apart.”

The orc nodded as he pulled at a drawer and began combing through the papers within. “I believe their schedules will give you insight into their location. I shall be but a moment.”

I nodded as I gestured towards him. “Take your time. I'm not in any rush.” The orc nodded as he thumbed through the drawer and finally pulled out a bit of parchment.

He let out an intrigued grunt as he read it. “When do you plan on taking this expedition?” He asked curiously.

I shrugged. “In a week or so. I plan to look for those spellstones everyone has been talking about. They sound pretty useful. Though it's probably going to be a trip and a half just to get up to the mountain. Then we might end up spending a week there just trying to figure out how to get in and navigate around the city.”

The orc raised his eyebrow and stepped forward to address me more directly. “Then you may not be able to add them to your expedition. They have registered a leave of absence to travel to that very mountain. It would appear they are already searching for the spellstones.”

I blinked in surprise as I registered what he said. “Shit. That puts a damper on my plans then. I'm gonna have to think of someone else to bring.”

The orc shrugged as he turned and replaced the paper into the drawer. “The only action I can recommend is to post a request around the Institute. I'm sure someone will be willing to accompany you.” I shrugged as I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “That might be an option. On the other hand, I'll never know the people that come with me if I do it that way. I don't know Yotul and Borba very well either, but at least I know their attitude towards me. Then again, I can't be picky with who I take given how dangerous the city is supposed to be. Though, I prefer picking who comes with me rather than the other way around. To be fair I recruited Bruga. I can always manage with one less person. Besides, combat might not be overtly necessary if I end up making that spell. I just hope I can find a way to detect heavy metals through the stone.”

I nodded as I finally looked back up at the orc. “I'll think about it. Thanks for the help.” The orc waved towards me and removed his glasses as I turned and started walking back out the door. “For now, I can meet Gremach out front and start discussing the spell. Hopefully, Amelia was able to find Brokil on her own.”



Amelia



Salthu followed me around the Institute as I tried to find Brokil. His satchel was loaded with a small stack of books he brought from the library. He followed close behind as we walked through the downstairs rooms. “I wish I could be of more assistance to you in finding him. Unfortunately, I have not heard of that mage before.”

I gestured towards him dismissively as I peered into one of the adjoining rooms. “Don't worry about it. I'd probably be doing this either way. There's just no telling where someone will be all the time.”

Salthu nodded as I moved on from the room and walked to one of the corner studies. “In any case, I thank you again. Most would not even consider traveling to the mountain city with one such as me. I-”

I waved towards him again, silencing him. “You put yourself down too much. You still know magic. You still know about the city. Hell, you've probably been at this so long you'd be able to take Dexter and me on at the same time. There's also the fact that magic is a knowledge-based practice. Innate skill just tells you how fast you take in new knowledge. It doesn't dictate how good you will be at using that knowledge.”

Salthu grinned slightly as he looked around. “I suppose you have a point. Still, most mages learn of the city on their own and my knowledge is considered unnecessary.” I nodded as I turned and continued to move through the rooms. So far, I hadn't seen Brokil and I was starting to think he wasn't here right now. “He might not even want to travel to the mountain. Or, for all I know, he could be up at the mountain already, helping some other groups find the Archive.” I let out another sigh as I approached the door to the courtyard. “I doubt he'd be there, but there's no harm in checking.”

I reached out to open the door but stopped as I heard my name called from back down the hall. “Amelia!” I turned as I immediately recognized the voice and saw Brokil's figure, beaming and waving in my direction, a door just closing behind him. He approached me and Salthu as he continued to smile wide. “What a coincidence running into you. I was just returning from the library. I believe it is possible for a spell such as yours to be created. It will only take some time.”

I grinned and nodded as Brokil stopped in front of us. “That would be fantastic, Brokil,” I said happily. “I was actually looking for you too. Dexter wants your help with something new. Can you come over to the barn tonight?”

Brokil's happy expression suddenly turned to intrigue as he tilted his head. “What adventure is he thinking of partaking in this time?” I grinned slightly as I began explaining Dexter's decision. Brokil's intrigue gradually turned into apprehension as I spoke. “And he wants me to accompany him on this endeavor?” Brokil asked once I was finished.

I nodded as I gestured at Salthu. “I just recruited someone with intimate knowledge of the place. I think he's in it for the glory of finding such a sought-after location. I know Dexter wanted you because of your all-around knowledge of magic. If we encounter a magical obstacle you might be the best one to overcome it.” Brokil rubbed his chin thoughtfully as I finished my explanation.

He was silent for a minute before finally speaking. “I am apprehensive of making the journey. It will remove me from my studies and I have no care for glory. I prefer to be remembered by my contributions, not a temporary air of glory.”

I thought about his words for a minute then shrugged. “There's always the artifacts to consider,” I replied thoughtfully. Brokil faltered as he heard my retort. I stifled a grin as I continued my explanation. “The Institute might not know how they work but getting them would contribute to understanding them. With what I hear about the archive, it might hold a great number of artifacts to experiment on.” I took half a step forward as I tried to make my next words extremely enticing. “Just think of all the discoveries you can make with those artifacts and an outsider helping you understand them. There'd be entire books about that. The Field Note of Brokil, Mage Extraordinaire Doesn't that sound enticing?” Brokil paused again as I finished speaking. He seemed to heavily consider the idea as we stood in the corridor.

Finally, he let out a sigh and looked at me. “I shall accompany you. However, I do not wish to be there as the sole combatant. You and Dexter will have to acquire more battle-worthy spells.”

I nodded as I gestured back down the hallway. “We already made that arrangement with someone else. Come, you can meet him out front. Dexter is likely waiting for us there.” Brokil nodded as he and Salthu followed me back to the entrance hall. “This has been a rather productive day so far. Plans, recruitments, new spells, just about everything you could need for a single day of work. We're not even finished with today.” I glance at Brokil as we drew closer to the front door. “You'll have to tell us about the spell once we get to the barn. I'm sure Dexter is eager to hear the kind of power you were able to squeeze out of Levitate.”

Brokil nodded as he continued walking behind me. “I, myself, am still surprised at the results. If I were to attempt this spell, even for a moment, it would drain my mana pool for the day. It is truly a spell worthy of a mage.”

I could feel Salthu's eyes on me as we walked. “You are already creating spells for higher mages?” He asked. I could hear the tinge of hurt in his voice.

I shook my head as we rounded another corner. “It was just something that came to mind when I read about the spell. Since we have the discount, we might as well use it. We'll come up with more efficient spells as we go, something everyone can use that's just as powerful as the other spells at a lower price. This just generates as much power as possible out of that discount. The next step is to make spells squeeze the power out of a single point.” I glanced back in time to see Brokil grin and glance at Salthu as he considered the idea.

I turned back as we entered the entrance hall and Brokil spoke up. “Eloquently worded.” He remarked. “This modification does take heavy advantage of your ability in order to bring a greater effect to the world. Though I am sure you outsiders will be able to create similarly powerful spells for those without the discount.”

I shrugged as I stopped in front of the door and turned to them. “We might, we might not. It all depends on how the magic works and how we can exploit it. For now, we're just trying to find those spellstones.”

Brokil nodded as he gestured towards the door. “Then let us not dally. We had better hear of Dexter's plan before we move out.” I nodded as I turned and pushed open the door, spitting us back out into the world. I immediately saw Dexter and Gremach standing on the path between the porch and the gate. They seemed in the middle of a mildly interesting discussion when they turned towards us as they noticed the now open door. Dexter's face went from displaying a serious expression to one of familiarity.

He pointed towards Salthu as we walked towards them. “I remember you, Sal . . . Salt . . . Salthu! You're Salthu, right?”

I glanced back and saw Salthu grin and nod. “I am flattered that you remember me. Most would find it unnecessary to even register my name.”

Dexter gestured dismissively. “Well, I doubt they're very good people then. That actually sounds very rude to do. Anyway, what brings you here.”

I stepped forward before Salthu could reply and gestured towards myself. “I decided to bring him along. He seemed enthusiastic about finding the Archive. So, I thought he might help navigate around.”

Dexter nodded as he heard my explanation. “Smart choice. We can always use more enthusiasm. Alright Salthu, Welcome to the team.”

I grinned as I glanced back at Salthu. I saw he was ginning as well and I turned back as I realized two people were absent from Dexter's present party. “What about the other two you wanted to bring. Yotul and Borba, you called them?”

Dexter nodded as he rubbed the back of his head. “As it turns out, they're already out at the mountains. They're part of another team already. That's not a big deal though; we'll just head there without them.”

I nodded as I glanced around at the group before me. “That's a bit unfortunate. It means we only have five people. That's not too bad; they say too many cooks spoil the broth. We'll figure it out once we get to the barn. Dexter should be able to organize a plan.” I grinned as I turned to Dexter. “I'm sure we'll be able to do it. The five of us shouldn't have much of a problem, especially not when you make the spell you've been talking about.”

Dexter suddenly pointed directly at me. “About that. I almost forgot to tell you about this, but we have a sixth team member that isn't currently among us. Don't worry though, I'll inform her about the situation next time I see her.”

I let out a jokingly exasperated sigh as I let my eyes roll slightly. “Alright, with the six of us, we should be able to find the archive.” I looked up as I suddenly heard a soft rumble. “For now, I suggest we head to the barn so that we can talk strategy. It'll do us no good if these books get wet.”

Dexter nodded as he gestured for everyone to follow. “Let's go then. We can talk about the plan when we beat the rain there.” I and the other mages nodded as he followed Dexter to meet the guards at the front gate, joining them as the rain started falling on the horizon.



Dexter



I bit my thumb thoughtfully as we sat around a newly cleared table. We listened carefully as Salthu summarized the pertinent knowledge of the mountain city. Including its name, Vedug, layout, and chronological history. The city was as old as Adympia itself. It's just that Adympia was the one that managed to survive the tests of time. In any case, the Archive was specifically a vault style location in the city that supposedly housed all the unused artifacts and magical items in the city. It even doubled as a black box for the city's knowledge, holding a copy of every book the city had ever produced. Amelia was the first to notice that it acted much like the Repository at the Institute. Salthu nodded in response. “That is because it is a Repository equivalent. Only we have several copies of books in the vault and several other sites where we store more copies, in case something was to ever happen.”

I nodded as I pointed towards him. “Don't put all your eggs in one basket. Smart.”

Amelia leaned onto the table slightly as she looked at me. “Not what that expression means.”

I shrugged as I gestured towards Salthu. “Still, it's always best to keep backups. You never know what could happen.”

Amelia nodded reluctantly as she glanced around at the others. “Anyway, what was the idea you had, about the spell?”

I nodded reluctantly as I rubbed my head. “Talking with Gremach makes me less confident about my idea, but still, it can't hurt to pitch it. Even if the idea is bad, it might sow some discourse towards a real spell.” I let out a sigh and swallowed before speaking. “Alright, here's my idea. There's a device we humans use to detect far off objects using sounds; the sounds bounce off heavy density things and allow us to tell if something is there. Anyway, the plan is to make a spell that uses a combination of mana and sound to find heavy metal structures in the depths of the earth. The Archive is likely, as Salthu put it, a vault style structure. This means they'll use heavy metals to build it, something that can be easily distinguished from the lower density stone around it. The best way to narrow down where to look may be to make a spell that can tell us if such underground structures exist in the given area. This is, of course, assuming it's possible to build such a spell.” I paused as I glanced around at the orcs. They were staring off thoughtfully as Brokil rubbed his Goatee. “Am I making sense to you guys?” I asked curiously.

Amelia was the first to lean forward and speak. “I thought sounds didn't travel well through the earth. Wouldn't that make detecting heavier metals using sound extremely difficult?”

I nodded as I gestured dismissively. “That's why I'm planning to use mana as well. If the sound doesn't travel well, then the mana will have to carry the information. The sound will just be to verify the fact that it is metal. Metal tends to have a reverb, no matter how much grounded dampening one has.”

Amelia nodded thoughtfully, but before she could reply Gremach spoke up. “Such a spell would be difficult to design. If it were easy, then someone would have thought of it and found the Archive already. It may take several days of work to complete a first iteration of the spell, let alone refine it to a usable point.”

Brokil nodded and contributed to the conversation. “Such a spell sounds quite powerful. It took me months to create a modification for Levitate. This would need to be built without another spell to base it on.”

I nodded as I gestured around the table. “That's why I'm having a team of mages working on this. If each of you contributes we should have it ready before we head out next weekend.”

Salthu quickly spoke of his objections. “Do you not think that traveling so soon would be detrimental? What if we cannot complete the spell in time?”

I shrugged as I jabbed a thumb towards the door. “Then we refine it on the road. How long does it usually take to travel out to the mountain anyway?”

Salthu paused then shrugged. “It depends on the mode of transport. A physical journey can take two to three days. If we were to use a series of teleport spells we could arrive in a day or so.”

I nodded as I rubbed my lower lip thoughtfully. “Alright, we can manage that. We'll just grind through the next week and head out after class next Fri-Freeday. Salthu, you might want to draw up some maps before then, in case any of us get separated in there. Gremach, you'll need to focus on building the spell. Amelia and I will help you with the theory for the spell and make it easier to build. Brokil, you'll help us out too. We'll also take a break every now and then to learn some combat spells, something with a particular edge to Magma Worms and whatever else might be down there. They each nodded as I finished delegating tasks. I then tapped on the table and pulled out one of my binders to grab some new paper. “Alright, we have a plan. Now then; let's start designing.”

The others nodded again as we started the arduous process of making what was probably the first sonar spell in existence. “I just hope a two-dimensional detection principle can be translated into a three-dimensional spell. Otherwise, we’d just know the general direction of each of the underground structures.” I shook my head as I banished the thought. “That can be designed in. I just have to get the basic structure up first. Complexity can come when we get that working. For now, just teach them about sonar.”
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Dexter



I forgot how complex sonar was. It didn't help that my books only gave vague descriptions of it. Then again, we only invented the sonar we know today after programming computers to interpret the data correctly. Before that, it was just a distance finder designed to go off when the distance change drastically. It definitely would have taken more than a single night to translate that into a spell, let alone the added third dimension. In any case, we spent a few hours designing the base of the spell to detect distance based on a return vibration. We'd eventually use that to design another spell that would give a general direction of particular disturbances. Though, because of the material we'd have to be looking through, we had it utilize the ambient mana as the medium instead of the ground itself. Luckily causing an adequate pulse of mana wouldn't require much more than a secondary supporting spell. Brokil tapped his quill onto the page he was reading thoughtfully. “Once we create the detection spell, we can enchant a second spell to create a small noise in conjunction with a pulse. It should work well enough to find the Archive.”

Gremach shook his head. “There is no way that would work. It could disrupt the first spell and create a noise throughout the surrounding area.”

Brokil gestured pointedly at the page he was reading. “If we anticipate it, it should not be a problem. A small pulse is nothing compared to what is possible with magic.”

Gremach let out an aggravated sigh. “You underestimate how powerful the pulse would need to be. Any spell within a few feet would be disrupted, no matter how prepared it is.”

Brokil stood up angrily and slapped his hand against the page he held. “The Spell Does Not Need To Be Powerful To Achieve Our Desired Result. It Merely Needs To Be Detectable By Our First Spell.”

Gremach stood up to reply, but I gestured angrily at the two of them. “Calm Down,” I said loudly. “This is why we're discussing the best method to enact the spell. If we come at it half-assed we're just going to be getting in our own way.” Gremach and Brokil stared at each other for a moment then slowly sat back down. I nodded as I gestured back at the pages on the table. “Now then, I know the sonar needs to be really fucking loud so I'm guessing we'll have to do the same for this spell. I don't exactly know how spells work, but if it's possible to stop spells entirely then it might also be possible to disrupt the ones nearby.”

Gremach nodded as he repeatedly tapped the paper he was reading. “It is possible, but the amount of mana needed is tremendous, all just to hinder a basic spell. The more I hear about this concept, the more powerful the proposed wave becomes. I am starting to doubt a dozen mana would be able to power a single pulse.”

I nodded as I gestured calmingly. “We'll figure it out. There's more than one form of sonar. We just have to use the right one and make a spell out of it. We just need to talk this out and not get heated over it.” The others remained as I finished speaking. I glanced towards Amelia as the silence hung in the air. She was reading from the books that Salthu had brought with him, probably hoping to find out something useful about the city. I turned my attention back to the present group as I focused on my more hands-on approach to exploring the ruins. “I don't expect us to be able to make the whole thing overnight. Hell, that's why we're making this spell first, so that we can build on it from there. However, that means we need to approach this logically and without getting overly emotional. There are times and places for emotions and now is neither the time nor place. So, let just remain calm and get back to the spell.” Gremach and Brokil were silent for a minute then reluctantly nodded. I nodded again as I picked up a page and let out a sigh.

“That was a bit hypocritical, wasn't it? You could barely keep your head when Amelia was asking you about your day. Yet, here you are lecturing people about keeping calm.” I gritted my teeth slightly as I focused on the page. “That was different. No one's life is relying on the stability of my psyche. This, on the other hand, is going to be six people venturing into a dangerous mountain. If they're arguing here, I can't imagine what they'll do in the mountain.” I felt my face twitch slightly as a few brief images flashed across my mind; Brokil's first conversation with me and Gremach's crash course on spell construction. “Then again, this is probably just their differing opinions. They're professional enough not to risk each other's' lives. Still, if I want the spell to be at all completed they'll have to work together.” I let out another sigh as I looked up again and continued to help construct the underground sonar spell.



I was running again, this time through Snakhagr. The consequences of the battle were back, blood and viscera coating the buildings as I ran through the blood-stained streets. I scanned the alleyways as I saw more bodies everywhere, some I vaguely recognized while I couldn't even tell if others were humanoid. I panted heavily as I ran beneath the fiery red sky. I felt the wind biting at my skin as my heart pounded in my chest. I turned back and saw a massive smoky red figure looming on the bloody horizon, reaching out to grab me. I turned back and redoubled my efforts, feet pounding heavily on the cobblestone as I ran. I dashed past buildings and alleyways as the dark hand reached out even further, growing closer despite my desperate running. I felt the figure's hand grow closer and closer and cause the temperature to drop around me. I pushed harder and tried to desperately run, to keep moving, to get away from the figure. Instead, the figure only succeeded in drawing closer and closer. I saw darkness creeping in the corners of my vision as the fingers slowly encompassed me. I felt a suffocating pressure as the fingers finally closed around me and stopped me in my tracks.

I struggled against the unmoving digits, feeling my breath come out as panicky gasps yet suffocatingly stifled at the same time. I felt myself get pulled up and forcibly turned towards the figure. The wind whistled past my head as I was drawn ever further until I finally came face to mask with the figure. My pulse was racing as the figure stared at me for a minute. Suddenly, I felt the fingers squeeze around me and forced me to let out a pained cry. “AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!” I clawed desperately at the fingers as I tried to take a coherent breath. I was being suffocated, crushed to death by an overwhelming force, and nothing I did could stop it. I felt darkness creep into the corners of my vision as my heart started to slow.

I sat bolt upright in my hammock, sweat pouring down my face as my heart pounded in my ears. I looked around in terror as I took in my situation. “Calm down. Breathe. Deep breaths.” I took a deep slow breath through my nose and then let out a slow sigh, grounding myself in the reality of my current situation. I continued to breathe as I felt my heart finally calm. I felt a twinge of anger boil up as I realized the implications of my dream. “Fucking paranoia bullshit. I can't even get a good night's sleep now. Calm down. Breath. Deep breath.” I panted a short while longer as I finally felt myself grow calm again and I glanced down at my watch. 4:37 I let out another sigh as I turned and dropped down from my hammock. “Might as well take another look at the spell. I'm not getting any sleep after that.” I walked towards the edge of the loft and dropped down, halting my momentum near the bottom using the Hop spell. I stretched, causing several joints to let out a soft pop, as I walked over to the table and sat down. I picked up a few pages and began reading through them as the sun slowly crept closer to the horizon.



Amelia



Dexter and I walked down to the Institute as the sun slowly rose in the sky. I felt nice and rested while Dexter would let out the occasional yawn as we walked. I glanced towards him concernedly. “Did you not get enough sleep?” I asked curiously.

Dexter let out another yawn as he shrugged. “I just woke up a bit earlier than usual. I think it kind of messed with my internal clock a bit. I'll be fine in a little while. I just need to warm up.” I nodded as we continued walking. I could feel a mild warmth radiating from the sun overhead. It was starting to get close to spring. Dexter suddenly caught me off guard as he asked an unexpected question. “What do you think Almar is doing right now?” I faltered for a second then glanced at him. Dexter looked a little drowsy, but I was starting to recognize when he had a plan brewing.

I shrugged as I turned back to walking. “I don't know much. I know he valued me as a precious commodity, but I also know he wouldn't risk his war horses over me, at least not until they're successful with creating more horses. Why do you ask?”

Dexter scratched his face as he thought for a minute. “I'm assuming he might retaliate at any time. Since it's been over two months since his initial attack, I'm also assuming he's about near the end of his rope. Since you've been with him for a month, I thought you might be able to give a wild guess at his thoughts.”

I clenched my teeth and stared at him as that horrible month flashed through my mind. “Let me make one thing clear. I wasn't with him. I was his slave for a month. I had to endure physical and verbal abuse that would often turn sexual.” I felt my hand shaking slightly as I started ranting. “I was kept in a damn cage for an entire week, during which Almar would visit me and try to fondle me through the bars. The only way I was allowed out was to constantly wear that dress that, for some reason, everyone just fawned over as if my tits were hanging out.” I breathed heavily as I realized we'd stopped walking. I felt all their eyes on me as they seemed to think I was crazy. I looked down and placed my hands over my ears as I felt myself trembling slightly. “It's over now. There's no way he'll be able to find you again. It's all over. It's all over. It's all over.” I felt a lump in my throat swell up as I tried to take my mind off Almar.

I suddenly felt a pair of arms wrap around me and I heard Dexter's voice interrupting my thoughts. “It's okay. He can't hurt you anymore. You don't have to think about him.” I felt the lump grow larger as we stood there for a minute. Eventually, the tears overwhelmed me and I gently wrapped my arms around him as a few drops leaked from the corners of my eyes. I stood there, shaking for a minute, as Dexter silently comforted me. After a few minutes, I felt the tears subside and I straightened to look at Dexter. He was looking at me seriously as the guards seemed to be deliberately looking the other way. “Better?” He asked.

I nodded as I wiped a tear away. “Yeah. I'm better now.” I admitted.

Dexter nodded as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I feel like I should apologize. I didn't mean to set that off.”

I shook my head as I placed my hand calmingly on his arm. “It's fine. It's fine. I actually feel a bit like a hypocrite right now. I lectured you about not bottling up your emotions and here I am repressing my own trauma.”

Dexter grinned and let out a small laugh. “To be fair; it wasn't a lecture, more like gentle advice. Besides, you were the one that shared your feelings the moment you knew what was happening. I was happy to just keep on bottling it up.” Dexter suddenly let out a sigh as he gestured forward. “Anyway, we better get going. We don't want to be late for our classes.”

I nodded and cleared my throat as I wiped one last tear from my eye. “Let's go.” I agreed. Dexter nodded as he turned and signaled the group to start moving. The guards seemed to take special care not to glance our way as we started walking through the city again.



The next week passed by slowly. I read up on Vedug while Dexter and the others worked on the spell. Dexter also introduced me to Bruga when she joined our group. Before I knew it, there were only a few days left before we would head out to the mountain and the final spell was nearly complete. We were sitting in the barn, busying ourselves with our respective tasks, when a knock resounded from the sliding door. Dexter glanced around at the others. “Are any of you expecting someone?” He asked curiously. They all shook their heads as each of them glanced at the door. Dexter then turned to the door and stood to answer it. His heavy footsteps echoed around the barn as he walked. After a minute, he arrived at the door and pulled it open, turning our collected confusion into recognition. Garahk was standing on the other side of the doorway, a satchel draped across her torso as she held a clear spherical stone, about the size of a marble, in her outstretched hand.

I heard Dexter let out a low whistle as Garahk appeared to grin. “I heard you were planning to make a trip up to Vedug for the spellstones. Since you are lacking in raw power, I have taken the liberty of creating some of the first manastones forged from your method.” Garahk then reached into her satchel and pulled out a small pouch, dropping the stone within. The stone made a soft click as it landed. Garahk then presented the pouch to Dexter. “I have created a dozen stones, each carrying about ten mana. I shall have to wait for some of my crystal reserves to refill, but I suppose it will be worth it if you bring back those spellstones.”

Dexter nodded as he reached out and gently took the pouch. “That's very generous of you.” He said gratefully, opening the pouch to examine the spherical crystals. “We'll be sure to bring back any other artifacts we find out there.”

Garahk nodded as Dexter began to close the door, but suddenly tilted her staff forward to halt its progress. “There is, actually, one other matter I would like resolved before you leave.”

Dexter looked at her curiously as he pulled the door open again. “Name it.” He replied.

Garahk gestured behind her as she explained. “It would appear our aging method means that this ‘rubber' substance degrades much faster than normal. As such, I am quickly growing low on the sap required to make more. My current estimates wager that I shall run out at about the time you are in the middle of your expedition. To avoid wasting time and resources, would it be possible for you to show me where you acquired such large quantities of this material?”

Dexter rubbed his face for a moment then nodded. “I don't see why not. I've been meaning to make a trip down there anyway. We can head out tomorrow after class.” Dexter then turned to address the mages in the room. “I'll end up being late for tomorrow, but you guys will be able to handle my absence for a bit, right?” Gremach and Brokil briefly glanced at each other then turned back to Dexter and nodded.

Meanwhile, Bruga appeared slightly crestfallen. “You are going on an adventure without us?”

Dexter briefly looked confused before shaking his head. “It's not going to be much of an adventure. I'm just going to take her down there, show her the sap then head back.” He suddenly pointed towards me. “I'm also going to take you since I've been meaning to show you the clearing anyway.” I nodded as Dexter turned to address Bruga again. “Beyond that, we'll only be gone for an hour. It won't be much of an adventure for a timeframe like that.”

Bruga appeared to think for a minute then slowly nodded. “Very well. I suppose such a time would be inadequate for true excitement.”

Dexter nodded as he turned back to Garahk. “I'll see you tomorrow then.” He affirmed. Garahk nodded as she tilted her staff back and finally allowed Dexter to close the door with a sharp boom. He turned and walked back to the table as he let out a sigh. “Let's get back to it then. I'll be gone for an extra hour tomorrow, so I'll try to make up for that absence now.” The table nodded as he sat back down, placing the pouch beside him, and began working on the spell again. I turned back to reading the book on Vedug as the night gradually grew darker and darker.



Dexter



The next day seemed to go by a bit faster than normal. Before I knew it, I was making my way towards Garahk's study with Amelia right behind me. I glanced towards her as I finished describing the clearing. “It's the weirdest fucking thing you'll likely ever see. If it weren't for who's in charge of it, I'd say it was from some kind of horror game.”

Amelia nodded with uncertainty as we rounded the corner and approached the big oaken door. “I'm sure she's lovely to talk to.” She said, a little sarcastically.

I shrugged as we continued walking. “What she does isn't much different from what hunters do. Hell, now that I think about it, she's more like a farmer. It's just that her form of domestication is mental rather than physical.”

Amelia shrugged as we arrived at the door. “Either way, it's a creepy method of feeding yourself. Imagine keeping something for months or years only to kill it for food.”

I shrugged as I reached up to knock on the door. “Still no different from what farmers do. She just has a certain advantage over them that they'll never have.”

Amelia let out a sigh as we stood there and waited for the door to open. “Still.” She said simply. I didn't respond as we continued to wait in front of the door. Finally, it was pulled open, revealing Garahk on the other side.

She let out a smile as she saw the two of us standing in the doorway. “Are we ready to embark?” She asked.

I nodded as I glanced at Amelia, who let out a reluctant nod in response. “Ready when you are,” I confirmed. Something was eating at me. I couldn’t put it into words, but I felt like I was forgetting to do something. I pushed the feeling aside however as I gave Garahk a reassuring grin. “The sap was surprisingly easy to find.”

Garahk nodded as she adjusted her stance and planted the staff in front of her. “Grab hold. I shall teleport us outside the city. That way, we avoid the merchants clustered around the gate.” Amelia and I nodded as we reached out and grabbed the handle of the staff. The wood was strangely smooth and polished as if dozens of hands had once held the staff.

I turned to Garahk as I offered a suggestion. “Take us to the edge of the southern forest. That way, we won't have to spend five minutes walking through the clearing.”

Garahk nodded as she began gesturing. “It shall be but a moment.” She confirmed. We stood there as we waited for Garahk to finish her spell. This one was different from the one I'd learned. Instead of the instantaneous transport, it was a more gradual transformation, the stone and wood of the hallway turning into the ground and trees of the nearby forest. After a few seconds of this transformation, the world came into clear focus with a sharp pop. It was like someone let off a firecracker just behind my head.

I rubbed my ears as Garahk signaled that it was safe to let go of her staff. “What is with spells and popping?” I asked, a little annoyed.

Garahk shrugged as she briefly pressed her stomach. “It is just the way of some spells. In their connection with the physical planes, some form of tension occurs. Once a spell is released, the built-up tension can create an audible effect on the world. That is why some spells have to ‘wind down' as it were, otherwise normally silent spells become dreadfully loud.”

I nodded as I glanced into the forest. A few early flower buds were starting to grow, dotting the forest with blue and purple spots. “We better get going. You'll want to find out how to get the sap as soon as possible.”

Garahk nodded as she gestured into the forest. “Lead the way.”

I nodded as I turned and started walking into the forest, carefully scanning the faint trail I usually followed towards Mabel's clearing. We slowly trudged through the forest as I tried to pick up the trail. Eventually, I found a familiar grouping of trees and found the path, leading Garahk and Amelia all the while, the silence one broken by the shifting of soil and the crunch of our respective footwear. I decided to break the silence and answer the question I knew Garahk would eventually ask. “Before you ask, it's really easy to know where to go once you've been there. You might not even have to ask about when we arrive. It's really easy to tell when you enter the clearing.” I glanced back and noticed Garahk's unease as we walked. “You okay?” I asked. “We still have a ways to go.”

Garahk sighed as she glanced around. “We have a distaste for the southern forest.” She remarked. “Something in the air always appeared stale or foul. I am hopeful that we will be at your destination soon.”

I nodded as I turned back to walking, the nagging feeling returning. “Trust me, this is the only place I could get sap. Don't worry about maintenance, you just have to come down here and get it.” I turned again and realized Amelia carried the same uneasy expression. “You doing alright?” I asked. “I meant to show you earlier and tell you…” My mind suddenly went blank on what I wanted to tell her. Was it something important? I shook my head as I refocused my attention on leading them towards the glade. “I don't know why you're nervous. I told you about this place. You're not going to see something you wouldn't expect.”

Amelia nodded nervously as we continued to walk. “I think it's the forest. It's giving me the heebie-jeebies.”

I considered for a moment then nodded as I glance around. Despite the new growth, the trees still gave off a strange aura. Now I was certain something had slipped my mind. “It's nothing to worry about. Besides, I doubt there's anything in here that could threaten two mages and an Elder Mother.”

Amelia nodded in response, but still seemed nervous. “Are you sure you know where you're going?”

I nodded as I gestured forward. “It's right up ahead. Just another few minutes.” I heard the slap of palm on wood and turned to see Garahk gripping her staff with two hands, gemstone facing front as she walked. I reached out and directed the gemstone downwards, causing her to turn to me. “That's not necessary,” I said firmly. I felt a twinge of confusion at my own confidence. I continued as I allowed my thoughts to flow freely. “Just relax. There's nothing to be afraid of here.”

Garahk stared at me for a minute, then nodded as she lowered her staff, straightened, and let out a sigh. “I am unnaturally uneasy at the moment. I am now growing anxious to return to my study. If it is nearby, I shall continue, but if danger makes itself known I will ask the two of you to grab my staff and we can teleport away.” I stared at her as it slowly dawned on me what was happening. “Alright, I guess Mabel's defenses aren't as mild as she thought. Though I think the only way to undo the process is to let her undo it. I better get them to her, quick.”

I nodded as I gestured further into the forest. “We'll run if we find trouble,” I assured her. Garahk stared at me for another second then nodded. I then turned and continued leading her and Amelia deeper into the forest as I scanned the distance for the telltale hue of the archway. After a few more minutes of walking through the forest, our collective footsteps echoing off the trees around us, I finally led them into the clearing and I breathed a sigh of relief. The archway was right there, plain as day. “Alright, here it is,” I said as I gestured at the structure. My joy quickly turned to confusion as I noticed I could see the clearing beyond. No longer was it obscured by illusionary trees or light. What’s more, the clearing beyond was empty. I stepped forward curiously as the archway gave passage into the clearing. It was strange to see the place without animals. The large dominating center felt absent without them. I furrowed my brow as I looked around, trying to find Mabel. Surely she would be able to explain.

Garahk looked around at the empty clearing, confused. “What has possessed this place?” She asked worriedly. “The air is heavy with rot and foulness.”

I gestured at her dismissively as I strode towards the big tree dominating the center. “You'll find out in a minute.” I then cupped my hands around my mouth and bellowed up at the tree at the top of my lungs. “YO, MABEL! I'm Back, And I Brought Some Friends!” I paused as I waited for a response. Nothing came. I tried it again. “MABEL! Where Are You! You Can’t Have Gone Far! You’re Bound Here, Aren’t You?”

I could hear Garahk's steps quickly approaching me from behind. “I do not like this place.” She hissed, her eyes wide with worry. “Come, we should depart. I can find another source of the sap.”

I protested as Garahk tried to place a hand on my shoulder, but I brushed her away. I was unnaturally calm for the given circumstances. “Calm down, you just need to meet her. MABEL! I Don't Know If You People Sleep, But I Need You For A Few Minutes.” Still nothing. I started to bargain with the unresponsive tree. “I'll Make It Up To You Later.” Silence. The trees drifted in a wayward gust of wind.

I suddenly felt Garahk's hand on my shoulder again and she started forcing me back towards the edge of the clearing. “No more, we are leaving. The magic here tastes ill. I'll burn this place to the ground before we leave.” I was about to protest, but a gnarled root suddenly sprouted from the ground in front of us and pointed towards Garahk, staring like a cobra, ready to strike. Garahk and I skidded to a halt at the site. My heart started racing. Everything I wanted to say suddenly came rushing back as if a dam had suddenly been broken.

I stared wide-eyed at the root as I timidly raised a finger, trying to rectify the situation. “I probably should have mentioned I got the sap from a dryad.” Garahk swiveled on the spot and glared at me, shocked.

Suddenly, a familiar voice echoed from above. “I Hope That Was An Idle Threat.” We all turned to the source and saw Mabel, sitting on a branch about twenty feet up, back resting on the main trunk of the tree.

I put on what I hoped would be a comforting expression and stepped forward, out of Garahk's grip. “Hey, Mabel. Listen, there's something you should-”

I suddenly stopped as something hard slam into my side and caused me to falter, allowing Garahk to step forward. “This Is Who You Have Been Acquiring Your Substance From? This Monster?”

I looked at Garahk as I nursed my side and realized she had hit me with the top of her staff. I place a hand on her staff and tried to get her to lower it again. “Look, Garahk, I don't know what you're thinking, but if you'll just calm down a minute I'm sure we can-”

I was forcibly stopped again as Garahk hit me in the side with her staff. “I Know What Is Occurring! She has seduced you with lies and falsehoods. Her Kind Was Once A Scourge On The Institute And I Shall Not Have My House Fall To The Same Hardships That It Once Faced.” I stared at her in confusion as I tried to make sense of what she was saying. Her face held the same enraged expression she displayed back at the war room.

Before I could question her, I heard Mabel cackle and I turned to stare at her. She continued to chuckle as she yelled a taunt down at Garahk. “Oh Gods, You Know Of That Little Fight? Then I Can Reason That Your Threat Was Not Idle.” Before I could protest, Mabel stood and summoned a large clump of roots beneath her, stepping on it to descend slightly and direct more roots towards Garahk. The roots slowly writhed as she stood on their precipice. “However, You Will Find That I Will Not Fall So Easily.” Garahk fell into a fighting stance, low to the ground, both hands gripping her staff as she directed it forward.

She seemed about to retort, but I stepped in between them. “We Can Talk This Out,” I shouted, hoping to get a hand on the situation. “It’s My Fault Everyone Is Here And I Did Want Things To Go This Way! I'm All For A Good Fight, But Now Is Not The Time!”

I was ignored and Garahk pushed me away with her staff. “Stand Aside, Outsider. You Know Nothing Of The Events That Occurred.”

I stared at Garahk angrily as I firmly placed my hand on top of her staff. “Will You Just Listen To Me For One Second?” I then turned to Amelia to try and gain some support but stopped as I saw the state she was in. She was just standing there, head directed downwards as her hands were clamped over her ears. Her entire body trembled as she stood there. My eyes grew wide as I realized the origin of her state. I turned to Mabel as I angrily gestured towards Amelia. “How Powerful Are Your Defenses? How The Fuck Is That Mild?”

Mabel tilted her head slightly as she stared at Amelia. Her words seemed to drip with curiosity. “Intriguing. I suppose you outsiders are much more susceptible to my defenses than I previously thought. No matter, I can remedy the issue once this matter is resolved.”

I was about to protest as Mabel's roots sharpened themselves into a point, but Garahk forcibly pushed me away again. “To The Death Then!” She cried. I had half a second to register what was about to happen as one of Mabel's roots drew itself back.

I lunged to shove Garahk to the side as I let out one last shout. “STO-” I didn't get to finish as it suddenly felt like I'd been punched in the face by an elephant's foot and I crumpled to the floor, blackness quickly overtaking my vision.

All I was aware of, for who knows how long, was a dull throb. thm-thm thm-thm thm-thm I couldn't see, hear, or feel anything. thm-thm thm-thm thm All I could do was panic. thm-thm thm-thm I almost felt like puking as the throbbing appeared to fade away. thm-thm thm Yet, all I could do was wait. Nothing responded as I tried desperately to move something, anything. thm-thm I had tiny inklings of what might have been going on outside of my awareness, but they were vastly overshadowed by the throbbing around me. I felt like the darkness was trying to consume me. thm . . . Before I knew it, the throbbing stopped, and I was left in total blackness. I continued to struggle as my awareness expanded to include minute vibrations in my head, giving me a vague idea of its source but nothing more. THM-THM thm-thm thm-thm Suddenly, the throbbing cut back in and the darkness gradually began to recede.

I woke up on the ground, face planted firmly in the dirt. I let out a groan and slowly crawled to my knees as I felt something drip down my chin. I reached up to touch my left cheek and a sharp sting forced my hand away, revealing stains of blood on my fingertips. I felt a surge of adrenaline as everything that led to this moment went barreling through my mind. I felt a swell of anger surge through me as the feeling in my cheek grew from a mild sting to a raging pain and I tasted blood. I had been struck down. I had been left helpless on the ground. I HATED that. I let out a groan as I pressed my hand to the side of my face and felt a gash beneath my fingers, skimming my teeth through the cut and filling my mouth with the taste of iron. My rage grew as I looked up to glare at Garahk and Mabel. They were fighting tooth and nail now, Mabel striking from her tower of roots while Garahk deflected them and retaliated with bursts of her magic. They were bellowing angrily at each other as they moved about the clearing.

“A Thousand Years Are Not As Easily Forgotten As You Think!” Garahk shouted.

“I Disagree! There Is Only One Of Us That Is Old Enough To Have Lived The Events. You Have Merely Been Informed About It.” Mabel retaliated.

That Does Not Diminish The Horrors Your Kind Have Inflicted On the Days Of Old. I Will Not Allow The Mistake Of Your Survival To Continue Any Further.”

I stood up as I continued to press my palm into my face to stop the bleeding. My rage continued to grow as I marched towards them and watched their battle for another few seconds. I allowed my rage to simmer as my muscles tensed, further feeding my focus and fury. I finally let out another bellow of my own when I got close enough to see the whites of their eyes. “YOU TWO NEED TO SHUT THE FUCK UP!” I roared. Their fighting immediately stopped as they both turned to me. I kept my hand on my face as I let out a tirade of my own. “YOU TWO CAN'T BE SENSIBLE FOR TWO FUCKING SECONDS TO LISTEN TO A SINGLE FUCKING WORD I HAVE TO SAY! I'VE BEEN TRYING TO TELL YOU THE FUCKING SITUATION SO THAT WE CAN COME TO A NON-FUCKING-VIOLENT AGREEMENT!”

Garahk took a step forward as she tried to tell me off. “Come To Your Senses, Outsider. The Dryads Were Once A Scourge On The Institute And I-”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP, GARAHK, OR I WILL BREAK YOUR FUCKING STAFF IN HALF!”

Garahk looked at me in shock as Mabel seemed to take joy in my rage. “Ooo, I am now overjoyed at our agreement. I cannot wait to spar with you in that state.”

I pointed a finger angrily at Mabel. “YOU NEED TO SHUT YOUR FUCKING MOUTH BEFORE I COME UP THERE AND RIP OUT YOUR FUCKING TONGUE.” Mabel's joyous expression turned into confusion as she realized I was serious. I turned to address both of them again as I jabbed my finger towards the ground in front of me. “I DON'T GIVE A SHIT WHAT HAPPENED IN THE PAST, I'M PUTTING A FUCKING END TO YOUR FIGHT RIGHT FUCKING NOW! MABEL, GET THE FUCK DOWN HERE. GARAHK, PUT DOWN YOUR FUCKING STAFF!” The world appeared to stand in stunned silence as I paused in my enraged bellowing. Mabel glowered down at Garahk for a minute before letting out a sigh and causing the tower of roots to recede into the ground. She then crossed her arms as she stood there and pouted. Garahk stared at her in confusion then glanced at me before resting the base of her staff in the dirt. I panted angrily as I became harshly aware of the pounding in my ears. I let out a deep breath as I stifled some of the anger that was bubbling over. “Mabel, Make A Fucking Table And Some Chairs So That You Two Can Have A God Damn Conversation; Face To Face, As Equals.”

Mabel hesitated for a moment before letting out a sigh and gesturing, causing furniture to rise from the ground, a table, and two chairs. The table was about what you'd expect from a Dryad creation. The wood wasn't carved. Rather, it seemed to be deliberately shaped out of four roots, which left a haphazard pattern where each leg of the table stopped and another began. The chairs, on the other hand, were practically polar opposites of each other. One was a beautifully intricate throne that had a unique tree carving embedded into the back. The supports between the legs looked to be made of hardened rope rather than the wood they were. If an expert carpenter had tried for years I doubt he'd have been able to replicate the throne. The combination of straight lines and intricate curves was truly a beauty to behold. Meanwhile, the other chair was the bare minimum of functionality, a three-legged stool that seemed to be made of pitted and discolored wood. It seemed to have been made centuries prior and almost looked like it would fall apart after only mild pressure. I glared angrily at Mabel as she walked calmly over to the throne and sat on it. Garahk approached the stool hesitantly and I raised my hand to signal her to stop. She complied as I continued to glare at Mabel. “As Equals,” I growled firmly. Mabel stared at me for a minute as she seemed to try and wait out my demands. “I'll Fucking Leave And You'll Never See Me Again.” I threatened.

Mabel continued to stare at me for a minute before sighing and gesturing again, causing the chairs to morph into mirrors of each other, perfectly straight and normal armchairs just about any skilled carpenter could make. I nodded and gestured for Garahk to sit. She reluctantly complied and leaned her staff on the arm of the chair, keeping it within grabbing distance as she glanced at Mabel sitting across the table. I let out a sigh as I briefly looked towards the sky and contemplated the pain in my cheek. I let out another angry sigh as I looked down at Mabel and Garahk. I growled out my next words as I kept a hand pressed to my face. “Alright, Since This Still Fucking Hurts, I'm Going To Keep My Hand Here As I Explain What's Going To Happen. You're Going To Inform Me On This ‘Conflict' And You're Going To Do It Calmly. After That, I'm Going To Tell You Why We're Here Now and What I'd Like To Happen. Then Each Of You Are Going To Say What You Want. Then You're Going To Talk This Out Until You Reach An Agreement. I'm Sure Both Of You Want Something And There's A Way For Both Of You To Walk Away Better Off. Meanwhile, I'm Going To Make Sure-” I stopped as I turned to Amelia and saw she was still standing there, trembling. I turned back to Mabel as I jabbed my finger towards Amelia. My anger had subsided enough for me to speak normally. “Fix her please,” I commanded. Mabel nodded as she gestured, causing a tendril root to sprout near Amelia. It morphed into a hand as it placed itself on her forehead, pushing her head up slightly. Amelia finally stopped trembling as she seemed to start to relax.

Mabel nodded as she relaxed in her chair again. “She will be better in a moment.” She assured me. I nodded as I rubbed my cheek a bit more, the stinging pain still glaringly present. Mabel noticed and gestured towards me. “You can stop that. You should be healed by now.” I looked at her hesitantly until I finally noticed the taste was receding. I drew my hand away and saw the dried blood caking it, but no fresh blood was present. I gently pushed my tongue against the inside of my cheek and felt resistance. I looked at her questioningly as I tried to make sense of the events. Mabel gestured about as she explained. “So long as you are in my grove, I can control the damage you receive. Even if you were to be gravely injured, I can reverse the damage and return you to a prior state. So long as the damage does not occur outside of that tree line, I can even reverse death. Though I would never consider allowing you to remain in such a state for more than an instant.” I nodded hesitantly as I glanced at Garahk.

She seemed reasonably confused at the events she was witnessing. “What is This madness?” She asked.

I let out a sigh and briefly chewed the inside of my cheek before answering. “She's where I've been getting my sap,” I explained with a sigh, my anger finally being contained by the tranquility of the current situation. I was still fucking pissed, but no longer enough to yell at them over it. “She's nicer than you probably think, a lot nicer. I just had no idea Gashur and she had this history. I also should have informed you about her nature before, but something was. ….” I turned to Mabel, an idea forming. “Why did I not feel like telling her about you?” I asked, almost accusingly. Mabel was silent for a moment, once again trying to wait out my request. “Mabel,” I said sternly.

Mabel let out another sigh as she finally relented. “Another aspect of my defenses,” She finally admitted. “Those that know of my existence are not made keen to share said existence. It prevents knowledge of my presence from spreading to those that would wish me harm. As I said, I am not the last one for nothing.”

I let out an annoyed sigh as I glanced at Amelia. I could tell she wouldn’t like the idea of influence like that. “Then please remove that aspect of your ‘defenses’ from her. Do that for me as well before we leave.”

Mabel let out another sigh as she glanced at Amelia. “You’re lucky I find you so interesting.” She muttered as she gestured again. The wooden hand began to glow radiantly and Amelia let out an involuntary sigh.

I nodded as I turned back to Mabel. “Any other precautions we should know about?” A pregnant silence fell over the clearing as Mabel refused to meet my gaze. I let out an annoyed sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m not going to get angry,” I muttered. “Just remove it all while you’re at it.” Mabel turned to me, her face twisted into a pouting scowl. She seemed like she wanted to object. “If you want us to come back, we need to know you trust us. Friends don’t do this kind of thing to each other.”

Mabel sighed again as she looked away. “I am not at fault for being prudent at defense.”

I nodded annoyedly as I gestured again. “Well, you’re not alone now. If you want it to stay that way, you have to trust us. Understand?” Mabel did not meet my gaze. She did, however, nod reluctantly as her lips pursed once more. I let out a relieved sigh as I finally turned back to Garahk who had remained silent, wide-eyed, throughout our exchange. “So, it seems I didn't think it necessary to warn you about her nature, or that she even existed. Because of her, I thought it would be a nice surprise to reveal a fucking Dryad to the Elder Mother. I just wish I knew about the fight she had been a part of.”

Mabel shook her head as she gestured towards her tree, finally turning to me once more. “I was not part of the conflict. In truth, I think the ones that did participate deserved their fate. They held no respect for you and the chaos they experienced was merely a product of their actions.”

Garahk continued to look confused as she seemed to relax a bit. “You did not fight alongside your sisters?” She asked, the astonishment palpable in her voice.

Mabel shook her head in response as she leaned back and crossed her arms. “I was considered an oddity to them, one that held a level of intrigue towards you that the others blatantly lacked. As such, I did not aid them. If anything, I hampered their efforts against you by being wholly uncooperative. One of their reasons for their loss was how little they were willing to draw from the animals around them. They were weak and their foolishness led directly to their fate.”

I nodded as I gestured dismissively. “I get it. The Dryads that used to be here got uppity and tried to take down Gashur. Though, what I don't get is why I hadn't heard of this earlier. Or how they got defeated if each of them would be similarly hardy as you.”

Garahk shook her head as she gestured towards the city. “It was entirely on the part of the mages at the time to remedy the issue. In truth, the Dryads were incredibly powerful and would have easily been able to wipe out Snakhagr had we failed. As such, the Elder Father of the time decided to not record the events in our history tomes. The city was so close to destruction that it only would have been a detriment for its people to know how powerful the surrounding creatures could be. Not even the other mages know about what happened. I alone hold the knowledge of the events so that we can be prepared should Dryads threaten us again.”

I nodded as I gestured towards the table, trying to get everyone back on track. “Anyway, Mabel, I want you to provide Garahk with the sap she needs. Garahk, I had to offer an exchange for access to the sap so it’s likely you’ll have to do that as well. I’ll be sure whatever trade you and Mabel come up with will be fair. It is just to gain access to the sap after all. You'll have to hash that out for yourselves, but I can at least watch. If I do it for you, you won't be as happy about it as you could be. Besides, you two need to learn to talk to each other when I'm not around. I imagine the Institute will want to make more autoclaves, after all.” Garahk and Mabel stared cautiously at each other as the clearing was filled with silence, only broken by the occasional chirping bird from above.

Finally, Garahk seemed to consider for a moment as she relaxed further. “What is the agreement you two share?” She asked curiously, gesturing at me and Mabel. “Has she taken something of great value to you?”

I shook my head as I flicked my finger between us. “She's bored out here. So, I'm providing her with a source of entertainment in the form of sparring. In exchange, she's been giving me sap and I guess safety within her grove.” Mabel nodded along as she looked calmly at Garahk.

Garahk didn't continue for another minute as she seemed to consider the concept. The silence hung in the air for a moment as she thought deeply. Garahk finally tilted her head as a grin briefly appeared on her face before vanishing. “What about this proposal.” She finally said. “I will provide you with a supply of relatively skilled mages for you to spar with and so that they may spar with each other in the safety of the grove. They can also provide added protection, knowledge, and ingredients that you likely lack here. In exchange, you provide unique materials, a place to train mages inexperienced with actual battles, and a source of mana on an as-needed basis. Would this be satisfactory?”

Mabel sat there silently as she seemed to consider the offer then let out a sigh. “Surely you must know of the dangers I face in allowing you access to my grove and the resources within. I may respect you, but respect does not equate to trust. Also, only I decide how I use my energies. I may decide against providing such regenerative boons to strangers in my midst.”

Garahk nodded as she stared at Mabel. “The mana provided can be on an emergency basis then. We may also limit the number of mages initially present in your abode at a given time. I also risk losing them by sending them here. I propose seven mages to start with. I'm sure one as capable as you could handle them.”

I turned to Mabel as she seemed to consider the offer. “Three.” She said simply.

Garahk paused before continuing, a grin appearing on her face again. She appeared to be enjoying the exchange somewhat. “Too little makes our agreement inefficient. It would allow you to spar with one, but leave only the two to fight each other, assuming you have not already exhausted one's energy with your conflicts with them. I propose six mages. That should be adequate.”

Mabel tilted her head as a smile appeared on her face as well. “Four.” Was her only response.

Garahk paused again before finally finishing. “Then I suppose five mages shall be our initial start. It is enough for you to be provided appropriate entertainment and for the mages involved to receive experience I sadly cannot provide at the Institute.” Mabel was silent for another minute before nodding and reaching over the table to present her hand for a handshake. Garahk complied and reached out to shake her hand.

I let out a finally relaxed sigh as I rubbed my still stinging cheek. “Well, I guess that about wraps things up. Mabel, do you have any sap handy?” Mabel nodded as she gestured towards the ground and caused more roots to sprout from the soil, carrying a few clay jars and set them on the table. Garahk reached out and grabbed one of the jars to examine its contents. She was expressionless as she swirled the contents briefly, then reached for the other jars as she set the first one in her satchel. I nodded and turned to Amelia as I heard a groan emanate from her general vicinity.

She rubbed her head as she continued to groan and look around. “What happened?” She asked, still a bit disoriented.

I let out a sigh as my adrenaline finally faded out and I walked towards Amelia. “I think I just got a taste of diplomacy,” I said as the root receded into the ground. I guided Amelia over to the table and finally introduced her to Mabel as Garahk finished packing the jars into her satchel.
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I stared at Mabel as she explained what had happened. As she talked, a root sprouted from the ground and placed itself gently on Dexter’s head, the root glowing lightly as he watched the conversation between me and Mabel. I rubbed my head as the root eventually retreated and the last of my panic finally faded. I could think clearly again. So many questions sprang to mind as I wrapped my head around Mabel’s existence. “It's insane that you could make something like that,” I remarked, amazement returning to my mind. “We're still trying to figure out how to effectively modify a few genetics. Yet, here you are making entire weapons out of mere forest plants. I can't imagine what you'd the scientific community would be able to do if they found you.”

Mabel shrugged as she sat across from Garahk, legs crossed and hands gently resting on her knee. “So I am told. After some thought, I have concluded that you could say the same for magic, should it develop an understanding of this ‘science' I mean. I doubt magic would have been able to create the substance Dexter mentioned without some sort of intervention.”

Dexter rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “We thought kind of the same thing. So far, we haven't figured out the best way to best utilize it.”

Mabel nodded as she watched Dexter ponder for a few minutes before breaking the silence. “When are you going to rid yourself of that ridiculous beard?” She asked suddenly.

I turned and saw Dexter's eye briefly flick downwards and then shrugged. “I've been planning to, but I don't have anything to shave with. I could use my sword, but that's a massive blade for a tiny space. I run the risk of cutting myself if I were to use it.” Mabel seemed to consider for a minute before gesturing towards the ground, causing several roots to sprout upwards. One of them held a large femur of an unknown animal while the others morphed into blunt objects and fine points, directing themselves towards the bone as they appeared to await orders. After a second, the roots jabbed themselves towards the immobile bone and caused pale shards to fall away from it. Mabel appeared to concentrate for a few minutes as the blur of roots slowly deposited more and more shards outside of their radius. Finally, the roots stopped their assault and revealed a brand-new dagger, a short blade shaped like a medieval dagger. I tilted my head as I realized the white material seemed out of place for the purpose ascribed to the tool. I snapped back into reality as the roots moved again and Mabel made more changes. I watched as the other roots retreated and the one holding the dagger morph, enveloping the base, and formed a brown hilt around it. Mabel then seemed to contemplate for a moment then nodded and moved the root towards the table, setting it down and detaching it from the tendril, leaving a bone dagger almost identical to Dexter's sword, minus its smaller size.

The root retreated into the dirt as Mabel grabbed the dagger by the blade and presented the hilt to Dexter. “I believe this will be sufficient.” Dexter tilted his head as he gently grasped the hilt of the dagger and took it from Mabel.

He examined the six-inch organic weapon with amazement as he scratched at his beard. “I had no idea you could do this.” He gasped. “That took, what, a few minutes?”

Mabel nodded as she watched Dexter admire her handiwork. “My connection to the natural makes forging crude implements out of their material rather arbitrary.”

Dexter finally nodded as he looked back up at Mabel and gave her a grin. “Thanks. This will work perfectly.”

Mabel nodded as she glanced at Garahk, a smirk flickering onto her face before returning to her more neutral expression. “And I hope the trust I am giving you will not be misplaced. It will be interesting to have new adversaries to test my capabilities on. It would also be a shame if someone would arrive carrying more nefarious intent within my abode.”

Garahk stared, mildly annoyed, at Mabel she stood and adjusted the satchel across her torso. “I assure you, the mages you receive will conduct themselves appropriately.” She then grabbed her staff and started walking towards the edge of the clearing. “Come, we have what we came for and I have duties to attend to at the Institute.”

Dexter nodded and waved towards Mabel's seated form as he turned to follow Garahk. “I'll see you later.” He assured her. Mabel nodded towards Dexter and I followed his example. I glanced back in time to see Mabel give me a look of intrigue before gesturing again and causing the furniture to sink into the floor, leaving her to stand up and walk back to her tree. Dexter let out an exhausted groan as he rubbed his head and we finally left the clearing. “That was fucking draining. I'm sorry about not telling you earlier. I guess I should have known something was up when I forgot to inform you about what made that sap.

Garahk gestured dismissively as we continued trudging back to the city. “You are not at fault.” She muttered. “The dryads are a mysterious people. You could not have known the danger she posed, nor her influence on your decision, nor the past that existed between us and the dryads.”

Dexter rubbed his head guiltily as he let out a defeated sigh. “Still, I should have been more careful about my intentions. Since none of the other orcs talked about Dryads, I also assumed you guys didn't even know they existed. Add the two together and you got a foreign entity that the local population knows nothing about. I didn't know there was a past between you two.”

Garahk let out an annoyed growl as she led us back towards the city. “I would appreciate you not making assumptions about what is and is not known to Gashur. We might have come out of that clearing the better, but it was not worth the terror and energy that had occurred before it. Next time you wish to reveal discoveries of yours, give me adequate warning of what precisely you have found.”

Dexter nodded understandingly as he took a deep breath. “Right right right. I'll be sure to do that.” He then palmed the new bone knife briefly before turning to me. “What about you? How are you doing?”

I gave the question some thought before shrugging. “I think I'm okay, but I'm still a bit shaken after walking in there. It . . . It just reminded me too much of my first month here.”

Dexter's face fell as he looked down at his knife and quickly examined it, changing the subject almost as fast. “What about this? What do you think I should go for? Clean shave or do you think I should just clean up my face a bit?”

I shrugged again as we continued to walk, happy to be talking about something else. “It's up to you. I think you look better without the beard. Though you still have the hair on your head to tidy up once you cleaned off your chin.”

Dexter nodded as he reached up and scratched a portion of his hair. In the two months we had been here, it had grown even longer, the usual comb-over almost indistinguishable from the mess atop his head. “I think I'll try and find a barber, or at least whatever equivalent the orcs have.”

Garahk turned to glance curiously at us. “What manner of item is that?” She asked. “Does it aid in your occasional grooming rituals?”

Dexter shook his head. “I guess you don't that word. It's someone that gets paid for cutting someone's hair.”

Garahk tilted her head at that. “You are not able to maintain your appearance?” She asked.

Dexter shook his head as he ran his fingers through his hair. “We have people for that. We go in every month or so to have them trim our hair. … Wait, what do you guys do?”

Garahk turned and continued leading us through the forest as she explained. “It is traditional that an orc maintains his mane. For children, a parent must maintain their manes for them. It is not an activity we entrust to just anyone.”

It was my turn to chime in on the conversation as we walked. “Not everyone can do the things needed to cut hair perfectly. Besides, I think the styles we have are a lot harder to do on yourself than the buns you people seem to enjoy, especially with the clippers.”

Garahk glanced back at us curiously. “You do not use a trimming knife to maintain your appearance?” She asked.

Dexter and I shook our heads in unison and Dexter explained. “We use scissors.” He continued as Garahk didn't change her expression. “They're a pair of single blades put together so that you just have to clench your hand to cut through something. I think I might have a pair somewhere with my school supplies. Though that's more for paper and not for hair.”

Garahk's expression didn't change as she watched Dexter motion with his hands, opening and closing them as if he was holding scissors. “Intriguing. I shall have to borrow them to study sometime. In any case, you have preparations to make and I have duties to tend to.” She then turned and peered through the trees. “I believe I know enough about where we are to make it back. Come, grip my staff again.” She then planted the staff in the dirt in front of her and looked at us expectantly.

Dexter glanced at me as he reached out and grabbed the old wood. “Ready to get back to work?” He asked.

I nodded as I followed suit and gripped the staff. “Ready,” I confirmed. Dexter grinned as he turned to watch Garahk gesture as she prepared the teleport spell. Eventually, we disappeared from the forest and reappeared in Garahk's study.



Dexter stretched as we walked back into the barn. Salthu, Gremach, Bruga, and Brokil were all sitting at a table as they continued to form the spell. Brokil looked up as the door let out a soft boom behind us. “Ah, you have returned. I trust your detour was productive?”

Dexter nodded as he jabbed a finger behind him. “There were a few hiccups, but we did what we set out to do. What about you guys?”

Brokil gestured towards the table as he answered. “We have made more progress with the spell and have finalized the pulse spell that will be able to cooperate with the sensing spell. I have also finished creating items that will aid in our usage of the spell.” He then reached into his shawl, pulled something out, and held them up for us to see. They were long stones, much like miniature obelisks, with runic symbols carved into the faces. The runes gave off a faint aura and seemed to hum as the stones rubbed together.

I tilted my head as I looked at the objects, Dexter asking the question before I had time to. “What are they?” He asked as he stepped forward.

Brokil pinched one of the stones between his fingers and made it stand out from the others as he explained “They are low power beacons. With these, we could potentially teleport across the entire city to one another. We can also leave a stone behind to mark a location to return to later, should we ever decide to pause our exploration.”

Dexter let out an interested hmm as he examined the stone in Brokil's hand. “That's pretty useful. Do you know if any of the other groups have thought about something like this?”

Brokil nodded as he set the one stone upright on the table and slipped the rest back into his shawl. “I know more than a few have the means and will to create and utilize such beacons. The only reason I cannot make more is the demand for a certain ingredient. Because of this, should we decide to split up, it should be in pairs, so that each group will receive a beacon in addition to the personal one I will be carrying.”

Dexter let out another hmm as he stared at the stone. It looked even more like an obelisk standing like that. There was even a miniature base at the bottom of the four-inch stone. “Why not just leave one here? If we can more easily teleport to them in the city, why not make it easier for us to teleport back to Snakhagr?”

Brokil shook his head as he tapped the tiny obelisk. “They are not able to link such ranges. The best they are likely able to do is transport across the city. I would need to construct a bigger beacon to link Snakhagr and the mountain.”

Dexter let out a sigh as he pulled out an empty chair and sat down. “Alright, no waypoint then. Still, that was very forward-thinking, Brokil.”

Brokil grinned as he reached into his shawl again. “I have also discovered an intriguing effect.” The obelisk on the table suddenly glowed a bit brighter and began flickering randomly. Dexter and I glanced at Brokil as he pulled his hand out and revealed one of the other beacons he had created. “I can cause a visible change in any beacon by forcing mana into another. We may utilize this effect to signal across the city. All that would be required is a supply of mana.”

Dexter rubbed his chin as he glanced at the parchments spread about the table. “Well, we better get this spell finished. Otherwise, we won't have a use for the beacons.” Dexter then turned to me. “Are you sure you don't want to help out? A new eye might be just what we need.”

I shook my head as I walked over to another table and ran my finger down a stack of books. “I'm fine here. Besides, I've almost finished combing through a few of these. I think I have a few ideas about where they'd build the Archive.”

Dexter shrugged as he turned back to the others and I sat at my table. “Suit yourself. Anyway, let's finish things up, shall we?” The others nodded as they each looked down to their page and I dived back into the history book I was searching through, trying to construct a mental picture of the city using the historical events found throughout the book. “Alright, the discovery of lunar mana circa 534. . .I wonder what event marks the beginning of their year counting. I'll have to ask them about it some time. For now, the mountain city of Vedug. Then maybe I should break out my alchemy cauldron.”



Dexter



The next few days were crammed with preparations. I, Brokil, Bruga, and Gremach worked furiously to finish the spell in time. It was nearly ready by the time we needed to head out. Amelia and I learned about spells best suited for underground exploration, electric and water-based spells, that would be effective or at least deter any creatures we encounter in the cave. Fire spells risked damaging wooden structures we were in and anything using earth did the same for stone structures. Electricity and Water spells were the best things to use against anything that grew up in there. Evidently, Magma Worms had a hard stone exterior that was quite resistant to pure mana-based spells. And true to their name, these worms used excessively hot lumps of rock to attack as well as white-hot teeth that had a bonus of injecting what can only be described by survivors as a liquid flame. Though the teeth thing makes them more akin to snakes or eels than worms. Oh well, I'm not the one that named them.

In any case, before long it was Freeday and we were just about ready to head to the mountain. The sun hadn't even risen yet and we were working in the barn by the light of several orbs. I was finishing packing my backpack with everything I thought we might need in the city, including the flashlight that was in my car. Making glowing orbs is nice, but the tiny light didn't compare to the beam it could make. “Note to self: either make a more powerful Illuminate or invent electricity and flashlights.” I glanced up and looked at the others double-checking the supplies they'd packed for the trip. Salthu had finished drawing up a few maps of the places he knew, the entrance used by students, the main chamber that led into all other parts of the city, as well as a few tunnels and subsequent rooms that he'd explored before. Though, as he was handing the rolls of parchment out, he warned about them being searched before so he wasn't expecting a need to be going there. I nodded as I took the roll from him and added the map to my pack. “Don't worry, they'll still be useful in case we need an idea of our location. It's better to be safe than sorry.”

Salthu nodded as he checked his satchel again. “I just hope the spell we created works.” I nodded as I scratched my head. We'd mostly finished the spell and had managed to make a spell that gave a general direction of underground structures. We'd tested it by having Gremach blindfolded in the barn and use the improved spell while Brokil used the pulse on the edge of the city. From there, Gremach was able to draw a fairly accurate map of a layer of the underground around us. The passages were just the sewers beneath the city, but it was a good start to making a three-dimensional spell. However, a two-dimensional map of a relatively flat city was far from a three-dimensional underground city.

Thankfully, calculus was able to help us rapidly layer it and create the final spell. Unfortunately, that also meant explaining a ton of prior algebraic and mathematical concepts before they could adequately help translate it into the spell. Amelia was able to help a lot in that regard, but it was still tedious to explain what a derivative and integral was as we worked. I eventually had the insight to use an Illusion spell to illustrate some points, but it was still like explaining advanced computation to dolphins at some points. Eventually, however, I'd finally finished explaining the concepts and we were making tremendous progress once more.

We were almost ready to use it, but there was still a bit left to do before the latest incarnation was ready. I was almost tempted to delay our expedition by a day to make it ready but pushed the thought to the back of my mind. “There's no point in waiting any longer. If we don’t leave this weekend, we’ll have to wait till the next to head out and that’s not an option. Who knows how close to the archive the other groups are. We might as well try to finish it up at the base of the mountain before heading in tomorrow. That way, we don't have to waste time waiting to go to the mountain and then not finding the archive in time. I don’t know why, but I felt uneasy about letting another week go by before heading out.”

I looked up at the ones that were already here. Brokil, Gremach, and Salthu had already arrived, leaving only Bruga to arrive before we were ready to move out. I turned to Amelia and watched her check through her satchel again. She'd packed similarly to me; books, binders of paper, as well as her magical items and food consisting of meat and bread wrapped in leaves. Though I think she'd bought a few fruits and vegetables from the Institute Storehouse. In any case, she'd managed to make a few rudimentary potions and had packed them into her satchel as well as gave the rest of us a recovery potion for inside the city. It wasn’t a health potion, but it would dampen any damage that we incurred in the city. They weren't overly powerful, but they were useful if any of us got hit by one of the worms. I tapped my chin as I suddenly remembered the potion that Brokil had given me for the arena. I turned and walked over to one of the tables and began searching through the pile on it. I stopped as I spotted the carved head and shield that I'd placed there a month ago. “There we are.” I thought as I grabbed the belt holding the flask. I pulled the pouch open to check to make sure the bottle was still there. The contents swirled the unmistakable red that had fixed me in the arena. I briefly glanced down at my scar as I gripped the belt then wrapped the leather alongside my sword-belt and walked back to my bag.

Amelia looked up at me as I arrived back at my bag. “You finally got rid of the beard?” She asked.

I nodded as I brought my hand to my chin and rubbed the rough stubble that was still there. “I did, last night. I guess the lighting in here isn't too good if we only noticed it now.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced up at the orb she'd hung above her. A similar glowing orb hovered above my bag. “You packed that flashlight, right?”

I felt a twinge of annoyance flicker through my head before stifling it and tapping my bag. “Yeah, just packed it. I even have an extra pair of D cells in case the light runs out.”

Amelia nodded as she looked down at her bag and fiddled with one other thing before letting the satchel lay on its side. “Good idea. Who knows how long we'll be in there.”

I shrugged as I glanced at the others again. “It can't be that long. We'll probably spend two days in the mountain if it turns out our spell doesn't work. One day to probe into the mountain and a second to make our way to that Magma Worm nest, just to see if their assumptions about it are right.”

Amelia scratched her head and looked at the others. “What about those Manastones Garahk gave you? You're bringing them too?” I felt another twinge of annoyance as A thought played in my mind.“Oh my god, you sound like my mother.”

I quickly stifled it again and nodded. “It's in there too. On second thought, I can probably put it in here alongside Brokil's potion. That would save me time should I decide I need some extra mana.”

Amelia let out an understanding hmm as she glanced at her satchel. “Do you think we'll end up finding it?” She asked, not being specific. I knew what she was referring to though.

I considered the question for a minute then shrugged. “It all depends on the spell working. If it works we might be able to find it right away. If it doesn't, we'll have about as much luck finding it as any other group.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced at the others again. “‘I hope you guys know what you're doing.”

I waved off her concerns as a knock finally sounded from the sliding door. “We'll figure it out. For now, I think Bruga is here.” Amelia nodded as I turned and walked to the door. I pulled it open and came face to face with Bruga's half-smiling figure. “Ready to head out?” I asked. Bruga seemed to hesitate for a moment as she struggled to find words. I became confused and suddenly became aware of another figure leaning on the doorframe. I turned to identify the figure and my confusion turned to shock. Standing there, glowering down at me, was Dumag. A satchel was draped across his shoulder, a few potions tied to the leather across his chest.

I turned to Bruga, a little angrily, as she began to explain. “I apologize if this is inconvenient, but would it not be too much trouble to allow him to join us?”

I glanced at Dumag as his unwavering expression looked down at me. “Why would he want to join us? I thought he hated us.”

Dumag scoffed at the remark. “Hate is a strong word. I merely distrust you and your combative capabilities. Hence my desire to accompany Bruga in case you encounter something dangerous. I do not wish for her to come to harm.”

Bruga gestured dismissively but seemed flattered by his concern. “You worry too much. I am sure any threat we encounter will be disappointingly minor.”

Dumag gestured towards his satchel as he retorted. “In case it is not, I would like to accompany you.”

I gestured insistently towards Bruga as I asked again. “Okay, but why? Why does he care about you getting hurt? I'd imagine danger is a common occurrence here. Not to mention he doesn't exactly seem the caring type. So why would-” I stopped as I recognized the expression on Bruga's face. It was a mixture of deep thought and embarrassment. I turned to Dumag and he looked away to stare off as he appeared to recognize my expression. “Oh? . . . OH.” I turned back to Bruga as I asked a different question. “Is he ready to leave now?”

Bruga nodded as she tapped her satchel. “We packed last night. I even included a few of my manastones in my supplies. We should be adequately prepared for anything within the mountain.”

I nodded as I turned and waved them inside. “Come on in then. We'll fill you in on the plan then head out.” Bruga smiled as Dumag nodded and they stepped into the barn. Everyone looked at us as I close the barn door with a sharp boom.

They looked at each other curiously as they saw Dumag glaring back at them. Amelia was the first to break the silence, rather forcefully greeting Dumag. “Good morning, Sir. What brings you here?”

Dumag gestured towards Bruga as he explained. “I heard a fellow teacher wished to travel to the mountain city. Given the dangers present there, I suggested an additional member would be beneficial to the expedition. She agreed and invited me to accompany you all to the mountain.”

The others looked at me curiously as Dumag finished, Brokil turning to address me directly. “Dexter, you approve of this?” He asked curiously.

I shrugged as I scratched my head. “I don't see why he can't come. From what I've heard, he's pretty capable. It would mean less chance of being overwhelmed by whatever we find in there. It's better to be safe than sorry when it comes to dangerous places like this.” They considered my reasoning and seemed hesitant but didn't object to it. I turned to Dumag as I gestured for him to sit at a table. “Go ahead and take a seat.” Dumag nodded as he stepped forward and sat down in a nearby chair. Bruga followed suit and sank into a chair beside him as I rubbed my head and began talking, Dumag listening intently as I explained the plan.

Once Dumag was caught up, everyone checked their bags one last time. I opened and closed various pockets and tapped various belts on my person to make sure I brought everything necessary. “Food, check. Sword, check. Bone knife, check. Manastones, check. Oh hey, my laptop. . . Better put that in the car. I doubt it's held a charge in all this time. Potions, check. Books, check. Maps, check. Last but not least, hammock and blanket.” I let out a sigh as I closed my eyes and ran through the list of things I might need for the last time. “Assuming I'm not forgetting anything, I should be ready.” I turned to the group as I slung my backpack over my shoulder and they did the same for their respective bags. “Everyone ready?” I asked as I tightened the straps on my back. They nodded as they adjusted their straps. I gestured towards a spot in front of me. “Then let's get going. We can teleport out of the city from here to avoid the merchants. Brokil, would you do the honors?” Brokil nodded as the others gathered in a circle. Brokil extended his hand and we all placed our own on top of it, preparing for the jump. Brokil began chanting as the world around our group developed the now-familiar visage of a long-distance teleport. The interior of the barn gradually morphed into the muddled vision of a forest before snapping into focus with a loud pop and dropped us onto a field just outside a line of trees.

The orcs staggered as the spell finished and Amelia and I clutched our stomachs in pain. The wave of nausea was a little more intense than when Garahk had cast the spell. I guess experience influenced the negative repercussions of a spell. I clenched my eyes shut as I fought off the sick feeling for a minute before looking at the others. They were just composing themselves and turning to look behind me. I followed suit and spotted Snakhagr in the distance, a brown beacon on an otherwise green landscape. “Hopefully the ones that aren't on my side will change their mind when we bring back those stones.” I turned back as I pointed northward. “Everyone ready for some walking?” The orcs nodded as they finished composing themselves and Amelia tapped her satchel. I nodded as I pointed again. “Let's get going then.”



The journey to the mountain was expectantly uneventful and tedious. We'd teleport a couple of miles and then walk a bit as everyone recovered before teleporting again. All the while we'd be brainstorming ways to turn our partly-baked spell into the one we'd need. A few more changes to the spell and it would theoretically be done. We stopped in a clearing for lunch and Gremach pulled out a quill and inkwell to jot down the right notes. The rest of us followed suit as we worked on various aspects of the spell, handing them to Gremach as we finished.

I turned northward as I munched on some bread and spotted the mountain in question in the distance, the last one of a group of three I could currently see. It just sat there on the horizon, oblivious to the probably hundreds of orcs attempting to plunder what was inside it. I turned back to the parchment I was writing on and jotted down a few more notes. “Nearly done. We won't exactly have time to test it, but in theory, it should work. If we encounter a problem with it within the mountain, we can just iron it out that night and try again the next day. Once we know where the Archive is, all that would be left to do is make our way over there and overcome any obstacle in front of us. Piece of cake.” I let out a slow sigh as I looked up at the others. Brokil, Gremach, Bruga, and I were working on the spell while Salthu and Amelia read up a bit more on the city. Dumag was sitting nearby, close to Bruga, as he kept an eye on the surrounding trees, keeping a lookout for any wild animals that might stray our way. “The pair of them are definitely a thing.” I thought as I turned back to the page I was using. We sat there for another half hour or so before packing up and continuing our journey north.

The remainder of the journey was just as uneventful as the first half only this time the fatigue was starting to show on the orcs. The sound of labored breaths was almost constantly present as we traveled, distracting from the sights of nature that we passed even though there wasn't much to see. The most we saw beyond the same trees and mountains was a herd of deer, their mouths seeming stretched back by an invisible force. I shook my head as I took note of the abnormality and we kept walking. “Probably a species similar to the deer we have, it's just that for some reason their mouths are larger than the ones on our deer. It's probably why their horses look so weird. It's literally a species that evolved in a different environment. That probably means orcs and elves are alternate versions of how humans would turn out. They might even be a species of Homo. Homo Orcus and Homo Elvis.” An image of Elvis Presley suddenly flashed through my mind. “I might need to think of a better name than that one. Putting that on the back burner.”

We eventually popped into existence at the base of the mountain just before sundown, the orcs breathing heavily as we stopped in a clearing. I let out a sigh as I sat on the ground and began rubbing my calves through my jeans. Amelia did her own stretches as she let her satchel fall to the ground. “So, this is the mountain?” She asked, looking at the towering monstrosity before us. Salthu nodded as everyone looked up at it. The mountain was surprisingly big. The distant view I saw earlier didn't hold a candle to the spectacle before us now. It seemed to loom over us menacingly as we sat at its feet, white peaks giving the unmoving mass of rock an aged appearance.

I couldn’t help but grin as I scanned every aspect I could. “Never had to climb a mountain before,” I remarked wistfully. “It’s amazing to see one up close.”

Salthu dropped his own Satchel as he stretched. “It truly is a sight to behold,” He replied, unimpressed by the towering rock before us. He kept a relatively upbeat tone though as he knelt and began unpacking his bag. “And this is not even the city within. It is a wonder all its own.”

Amelia smiled and let out a satisfied sigh before kneeling and opening her satchel. “We better set up camp. It'll be dark soon and I'd rather not try to make a fire in the dark.”

Salthu pointed in a general direction near the mountain. “There is a lake beyond those trees. We can drink and refill our skins there. There are also some trees with marvelous firewood. I believe I could even attempt to catch some small game for a fresh meal tonight.”

I heard my stomach let out a growl at the mention of food. I pointed towards Salthu as the idea of a hot meal distracted me from my fatigue. “Some fresh meat sounds fantastic after a journey like that. Let's split up the work and make things easier. Salthu, you take Dumag and hunt for some rabbits or something. Me, Brokil, and Gremach will spread out to gather some firewood. That leaves Amelia and Bruga to refill our water and set up camp. Sound like a plan?”

Gremach raised his hand as he voiced a suggestion. “Perhaps one of us should remain and try to complete the spell.” He said. “I believe I am nearly finished with the final iteration of the spell. I may only require another hour to complete it.”

I tilted my head as I thought for a moment before turning to Brokil. “Do you think he'll be able to complete the spell?”

Brokil paused as he seemed to consider the question then nodded. “Gremach may be a tad naive in some cases, but I believe he may be able to complete this spell without further assistance. He is uniquely skilled when it comes to Spell Construction.”

I noticed Gremach grin slightly as he heard praise for his abilities, and I nodded. “Alright then. Gremach, you stay here and finish the spell. The rest of us stay with our respective tasks. Everyone clear?” They collectively nodded and I clapped my hands. “Sounds like a plan.” I then turned and began leading Brokil in the direction Salthu had mentioned. I heard the shuffling of bags behind me as everyone left their satchel with Gremach and split off to do their tasks. I stretched as I felt my still aching muscles begin moving me forward again. “The stones better still be there. It would suck to find the archive only for it to have been emptied already. That's unlikely. If it was already found then the Institute would likely have the spellstones in their possession.” I let out an internal shrug. “The city might have emptied the Archive before leaving. We might just find an empty room in a hard to access area of the city.” I shook my head as I tried to banish the doubt. “We won't know until we find it. Until then, firewood.”
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With the work divided, it didn't take long to set up camp. Within an hour or two, the sun was just setting, and a fire was crackling in the clearing. Brokil and I had even dragged some fallen logs over to the fire to use as seats. After another few minutes, Salthu was emerging from the tree line, carrying some skinned snakes and stepping into the light of the fire. The bodies still writhed slightly as Dumag's figure emerged behind Salthu, carrying a few more tubes of meat. Amelia and I cringed slightly as we saw the bloody carcasses. Meanwhile, the others cheered. “Marvelous,” Brokil remarked, undisturbed by the sight. “Tell us, what variety of serpent has the honor of being our meal tonight?”

Salthu grinned as he held up his fists to show a total of three skinned serpents. “We discovered a few nests of Rattlers. We killed about a dozen serpents before skinning half of them. The rest we can take back to the merchants once we have finished here. I am sure they will appreciate some serpent skins.”

I looked nervously at our potential meal as one of the tubes let out another twitch. “Is snake meat any good?” I asked, still uncertain about the idea. “I don't think Amelia or I have tried it.”

Salthu considered for a moment then shrugged as he gestured towards his satchel near the fire. “It is a little difficult to stomach at first, but I have supplies that should make the meat tolerable. I would not have chosen to skin these creatures otherwise.” I nodded as Salthu approached the crackling fire and set the skinned snakes on the ground, Dumag following suit. Once he set the fresh meat atop Salthu’s pile he returned to Bruga’s side, giving her a quick embrace before sitting beside her.

I stoked the fire as I observed Salthu’s work with the meal. Salthu pulled out jars of herbs and began grinding the contents in an accompanying mortar. He diligently worked as he began carefully adding oils and ground up herbs, creating a thick sauce that he would dip the snake meat into. Before long, he was pouring some of the sauce into a frying pan and set it on the fire to heat up. Within a few minutes, he was laying the meat in with it, causing a crackling hiss to escape the flames. The sizzling of cooking meat gradually joined the crackling fire. I added another branch to the blazing pile as Salthu finally removed the pan and began extracting the cooked and now rigid and curled snakes. He placed each fried serpent onto a plate and handed them out. Amelia and I looked at your plates a little skeptically as we waited for the meat to cool a little. Meanwhile, the others began eagerly picking apart their snake and discarding the bones into the fire. I let out a sigh as I look at the finished product. It did look like a meal, the sauce still coating the now cooked snake meat, but knowing it was snake meat made me apprehensive to try the meal.

After a minute, I worked up the courage to tear off a piece of meat and take a bite. I used my teeth to tear the food off the bone and slowly chewed the seasoned snake. I allowed the flavor to wash over my tongue as I tasted a familiarity in the meal. The meat itself was uniquely textured, but I could swear it was similar to an octopus. Even the way he seasoned it made it taste like calamari, minus the bone I had to pick out of it. I looked down at the remaining three feet of snake I had to eat. “It's not filet mignon, but it'll do for the calories.” I took another bite as I glanced at Amelia. Her face was scrunched up as she slowly chewed her morsel of meat. She turned to me as she finally swallowed. “I don't think I've ever tasted something so . . . interesting.”

I shrugged as I followed the lead of the others, tossing the stripped ribs into the fire. “You were right about needing to get used to it,” I said, addressing Salthu. “Though, you did very well with the seasoning. I can't imagine being able to eat this without that sauce.”

Salthu nodded as he took another bite. “My mother taught it to me. In case I ever find myself needing to eat something less than savory, she said. So far, it has served me well.”

Brokil nodded as he tossed another bone into the fire. “I did not expect to enjoy the meat so thoroughly. I was merely content with filling my belly, but this is far more than I had hoped. Excellent work, Salthu.” Salthu grinned as I glanced at Gremach. He had not touched his plate yet and was still writing furiously on a piece of parchment as he muttered to himself.

I opened my mouth to ask about his progress just as he finally jumped up and held the page out at arm's length. “At last! It is complete.” He grinned as he quickly sat back down and reread the paper, tapping his fingers together as he did so. “I estimate five minutes total to cast. Seven mana at first but only one for every minute afterward. It should allow the castor to observe objects within the stone that respond to the pulse. I even believe it can show the tunnels within the mountain. We will not have to stumble around the area searching for the proper entrance to the Archive.” He smiled as he looked up at us. Well, as best a smile an orc could make with their tusks. “It is perfect for this expedition. If this works, we may find the Archive within an hour of entering the mountain.” Everyone cheered and clapped as they realized what he was saying.

Brokil was the first to congratulate him as he held out his hand for the parchment, Gremach quickly complying. “Excellent work, Gremach. This will certainly help in the exploration of underground ruins. Especially the ones as vast as Vedug.” Gremach continued to grin as he watched Brokil reading from the page before his stomach let out a low growl. Upon hearing this he turned to his plate and began eating.

I turned to Brokil as he read down the page. “Double-check and make sure there aren't any mistakes,” I said, cautiously. “I'm confident in your work, Gremach, but it's better to be safe than sorry.”

Gremach nodded as he chewed and gestured towards Brokil “By all means, search away. Just because I finished the spell does not mean it is without flaw. I may have overlooked a crucial step to structuring an incantation.”

Brokil gestured dismissively as he read. “I have no reason to believe you have done so. You are most skilled in this art.”

I waved and dismissed Gremach's concerns as I took another bite of my snake. “Still, check just in case. We don't want to have to fix the spell in the darkness of the mountain.”

It was Salthu's turn to chime in again as he shook his head. “The main chamber is not that dark. The sunstone has managed to remain active for this long. I doubt such a sight has gone out since my last visit.”

I nodded as I gestured towards the mountain. “Regardless, it'll be good to finally see this spell in action. I can't wait to see what's actually in the archive. And even if it's empty, we can just register this to the Repository as a ruin exploring spell.” Brokil nodded as he finished reading the page and handed it to Salthu. Brokil turned back to his meal as Salthu began reading. I glanced at Amelia as she took another slow bite of her meal. “What about you? Are you enjoying the food?”

Amelia shook her head as he put down a half-eaten morsel. “No offense, Salthu, but I think I'm going to stick with the bread we packed.”

Salthu looked a little disappointed but nodded as he gestured towards the fire. “Serpent is not for everyone. You can turn to your original rations and we can share your unfinished meal.” Amelia nodded as she set her plate aside and reached into her satchel to pull out some bread and dried meat. I turned to the fire as Salthu finished reading and handed the page to Bruga. We continued to eat as the fire crackled in the center and the night slowly ticked on.



The next day we packed up and made our way to the entrance of the city. I turned to Brokil as we walked up the hill. “We'll need someone to stay out here to send the pulse. Can you do that when we signal with the beacon?”

Brokil nodded as he reached into his bag and pulled out one of the beacons, handing it to me as he did so. “A single pulse to signal the spell and an extended glow for me to teleport to you.” He replied.

I nodded as I added the beacon to my bag looked up at the looming mountain. It looked extremely intimidating from here and I felt my breathing grow rougher as we continued our approach. “Be prepared for anything.” I voiced. “I'm guessing there are more than Magma Worms in there.”

Salthu tilted his hand back and forth as we walked. “Any creatures beyond those are few and far between. We may encounter them, or we may not. It all depends on our fortunes in there.” I nodded as we finally climbed over the ridge and spotted our entrance. Carved into the side of the mountain was a set of giant stone doors, lined with an intricate but worn design from when it was new. The doors themselves were currently broken and laying haphazardly on the plateau before us. The broken doorway revealed a cave, dark and smooth, that dove deep into the mountain. The small plateau before the door, beyond the two giant slabs of stone that lay upon it, was trampled and flat as if hundreds if not thousands of pairs of feet had walked across it. We walked towards the doorway and I gazed at the frame. A series of swirling designs surrounded the broken doorway. I could make out tiny flecks of green where the branching carvings were once painted. Our group stopped in front as we paused to admire the entrance. Finally getting close enough, I estimated it to be twenty feet tall and ten feet wide. If I wanted to, I could drive my car straight in. The doors on the ground were smooth and featureless, a stark contrast to the design above them. I stepped forward and ran my hand along the massive frame, feeling the remnants of what was surely an even more detailed carving. The best I could tell, it was some sort of tree theme, the now apparent leaves running up and around the frame.

Amelia was the first to break the silence. “This certainly made the city easy to find.” She remarked. “

Salthu tilted his hand again. “Correct and incorrect. The mountain is far from small. The entrances are sprinkled about the rock and are still being unearthed today. This is just one of the easiest and well-known entrances. The others travel through many smaller tunnels before leading to the main chamber. If we wish to begin at the center, this is the way to do it.”

I nodded as I reached into my bag and pulled out my flashlight, flicking it on and gesturing into the cave with the beam of light. “Let's get started. Brokil, wait here for our signal. We'll get to the main chamber then use the beacon to tell you when we're ready.”

Brokil nodded as he reached into his shawl and gestured into the cave. “I will wait here.” He confirmed.

I turned to the others as I gestured again. “Into the city.” The others nodded as we walked through the door and started making our way towards the center of the mountain, leaving Brokil to lean on the doorframe as we descended.

The smooth tunnel went on for a long while. The dimension didn't change as a few doorways became visible and branched off from ours. We followed Salthu as he remained on the original route and led us deeper into the cave. The only thing that could be heard for what felt like eons were the sounds of our feet on stone and the echoes it created. Orbs of Illuminate were soon created to fill the tunnel with a light beside my own. Soon, we were walking in only the light of my flashlight and whatever orbs the others were making. The temperature around us started to drastically drop as a slow dripping sound could be heard further in. The ground beneath us even started to grow damp. Eventually, a new source of light started coming into our field of vision, a pale orange glow that seemed to radiate off the walls. Salthu pointed in front of us as a gentle woosh suddenly sounded in front of us. “We are nearly there.” He stated. We nodded as we pressed further in, the floor beneath us growing wetter as we walked. Our shoes were practically making wet slaps on the stone at this point.

Finally, we emerged onto a sort of balcony that seemed to be molded, rather than carved, from the stone. Salthu gestured over a molded railing, designed to resemble a long branch from post to post, as he grinned. “Behold, Vedug.” We stepped forward to gaze out at the enormous cavern beyond. My eye grew wide as I looked out at the sight. Despite how far down we had traveled we were still near the top of the main chamber. The first thing that drew my attention was the absolutely massive sphere that was hung in the center, about two hundred feet in diameter and still about a hundred feet below us. It seemed to be the source of the light and the orange color that it emitted appeared to support that hypothesis. Looking out at the city, I had no trouble believing it would have rivaled Snakhagr in terms of size. It seemed that Vedug had an ongoing theme of wilderness designs. The sphere itself seemed to be engraved with a swirling vine design, vast and numerous enough for us to see it even from this distance. The buildings in the mountain weren't normal either. Sure, there were a few structures on what little floor there was in the cave, but most of them seemed to be grown from the ceiling. They had this older Japanese design that meant each floor had a large platform just beyond the walls, accompanied by a railing designed similarly to the one we were currently looking out from. They drooped down, almost like vines, as they bathed in the light of the central sphere. Interestingly enough, I could not see shadows from where I stood. Instead, the stone appeared to emit a penetrating light that traveled through stone, bathing the entire chamber before us in its light. I cautiously looked down as I heard another woosh echo from below and saw piles of rubble with a few isolated buildings still standing. Some rubble appeared to have fallen from above and decimated whatever structures were once there. The only spot the seemed untouched was a large pitch-black hole below the stone, as wide as the stone was big. If the stone just dropped, it would have likely fit perfectly into the hole. I felt uneasy standing so high up. I was quickly being reminded of my aversion to heights. If this balcony suddenly collapsed there'd be little stopping us from falling to our deaths.

I felt a cold aura radiate from the hole as Amelia let out a low whistle. “That's quite a sight.” She exclaimed.

Salthu grinned as he watched us marvel at the city. “It truly is. Now then, shall we test the spell here, or should we descend a little further?”

I turned to him as I suddenly snapped out of my amazement and fear and focused on the issue at hand. “We might as well. If Gremach was successful, I doubt a couple of extra stories will make a difference. Gremach, you start casting. I'll get ready to signal Brokil.” Gremach nodded as he stepped back from the railing and turned to begin gesturing. I reached back and into my bag and pulled out the beacon as I watched him.

The others turned as well as Gremach knelt and looked up at me. “I will only be able to hold the spell for ten minutes at most. After that, I will no longer have mana to supply.”

I nodded as I pulled out the beacon and gripped it, preparing to give the signal. “If it works, it shouldn't take too long; two or three pulses at most.” Gremach nodded as he turned back to his gestures. He appeared to concentrate a lot harder for a moment as he quickly moved through a few more gestures. Finally, he let his hands slam into the ground and looked up at me. I took that as the sign and forced a pulse of mana into the beacon, causing it to glow briefly. Gremach closed his eyes and looked around as we waited. After a minute, a brief rush of air radiated from behind us. Gremach looked up and out of the balcony with his eyes closed, likely searching for the spell to indicate where the Archive was.

His face briefly showed one of relief and joy and I felt a bit of my own as I watch him, but he slowly changed his expression as he continued to stare out and I felt a sense of dread creeping up on our situation. “Again.” He suddenly said. I nervously complied and sent out another signal, keeping a close eye on Gremach as I did so. A second pulse radiated from the tunnel and Gremach continued to look around. His face was starting to fall now. “Once more.” I complied and watched as he looked out over the chamber. “Another” Again, I had another pulse emanate from behind us. Still, Gremach didn't show any signs of victory. Gremach continued to stare around as he asked for more and pulse after pulse was signaled.

I glanced at my watch as I realized five minutes had already passed. “Gremach, what are you seeing?” I asked, concerned. “You only have so much time. Are you finding a route to the Archive?” I asked hopefully. Gremach remained silent as we all stared at him questioningly. “Gremach?” I asked curiously.

Gremach paused for a moment then let out a defeated breath as he looked down dejectedly. “I do not see it.” He finally admitted. Everyone gave him a confused look.

Bruga was the first to break the question. “What do you mean you cannot see it? Does the spell not work?”

Gremach shook his head. “No, the spell works. I can see the branching tunnels throughout the city, but I cannot see where one material stops and another begins. It is all one big mess.” Everyone let out a groan at that and I rubbed my head as the week of work flashed through my mind. “Shit. I thought sonar could work. We've been using it for years. Then again, the way we've designed it might end up just showing how the ground around us is shaped. I should've anticipated this. I can't just assume a method is going to work. Now we're going to have to search the entire goddamn city. We're back to square one. FUCK! No no no, just stay calm and work through it.”

I let out a sigh and begrudgingly accepted that the idea failed. I looked around and gestured towards one of the tunnels leading out from the balcony. “The long way it is then. I'll signal Brokil and we can start combing through the city.” I looked down and noticed Gremach was trembling slightly. I let out another sigh then crouched down and gently patted his back. “Don't worry, we still have a general map of the city now. We can use that to make our way around.” Gremach paused then slowly nodded, not rising from his kneeling position.

I stood and looked down at the beacon as I prepared to signal Brokil, but stopped as Gremach finally spoke. “Wait.” He said. I looked back at him. He was still staring at the ground, but his time at a certain angle, towards the exit tunnel. His disappointed expression was now replaced by one of shock. “Have him cast again.” He said. I glanced at the others, they carried an equally confused expression. “Cast It Again!” He said, loudly this time. I gave him a shocked expression that he couldn’t see as he gazed at the floor with intensity. “It can't hurt. At worst we're just losing another minute or two. He's probably near the end of his rope anyway.” I complied and made the beacon glow again. This time I felt a tension in the air as we waited for that pulse to come through the tunnel. I felt a degree of apprehension and excitement coming from Gremach as we waited. Finally, the latest pulse emanated from the tunnel and Gremach's expression turned to joy and amazement. My heart started pumping as I realized what that could mean. His head turned slowly as he appeared to be watching something deep beneath him. “One la-ha-st time.” He practically laughed. At this point, the suspense was killing me, and I complied with his request. Gremach's head continued to turn towards the main chamber as one last pulse came barreling out the tunnel. Finally, Gremach opened his eyes and smiled the biggest smile I had ever seen on an orc. “I Know Where It Is!” He exclaimed.

Salthu was the first to let out his ecstatic enthusiasm. “YES!” He roared, shoving his fists into the air. “Wait, Truly?” Gremach nodded as he lifted a hand off the ground and placed it over his mouth, laughing. I felt a swell of relief and Salthu let out another enthusiastic shout as I tilted my head back and basked in the idea. “FUCK YEAH! ONE WEEK OF WORK, TWO HOUR OF EXPLORING BABY! WOOO! THAT HAS GOT TO BE A FUCKING RECORD! NOW WE JUST NEED TO FUCKING GET THERE.” I took a deep breath and looked at the others. They were letting out cheers of their own and roughly congratulating Gremach as he knelt there. I turned and looked out over the balcony. “You're Known, Archive, And We're Coming For You!”

I turned back to the others as they finished their aggressive congratulations. I waved calmingly as I tried to bring temporary order. “Alright, let's calm down for a second, we still need to get there. Gremach, do you think we can teleport to whatever tunnel leads us there?”

Gremach considered for a second then frowned and shook his head. “I cannot be sure of the distance between us and there. If we attempt to teleport, we may end up materializing into solid stone.” I nodded as I looked down slightly and rubbed my chin. “Alright, that means physical travel, not just getting there instantly.”

I sighed and turned to the beacon as I forced a long pulse of mana into it. “Then we'll just have to walk. Be prepared for anything. We don't know what we'll encounter between here and there.” The others nodded as I set the beacon on the ground and took a step back.

After a second, Brokil materialized and looked expectantly at us. “Are we successful?” He asked, his expression apprehensive, but hopeful.

I grinned and nodded as I gestured towards Gremach. “We have a route and a guide. We can start heading there now.”

Brokil grinned as he leaned out and looked upwards. “Excellent. How far up is it? Can we avoid the Nest?”

Gremach shook his head as he explained, pointing towards the sunstone below. “We are not traveling up. We shall have to go down.”

Brokil turned to look at him, confused. “Down? I thought the Archive would be located near the peak.”

Gremach nodded as he gestured towards the floor. “As did I, but as it would seem, the correct route is down. There is a large chamber below us. A tunnel from there leads directly to a structure of immense density, just as our spell was designed to differentiate.”

Brokil paused for a second as he seemed to process the turn of events then nodded as he stepped away from the balcony. “Then let us depart. I am anxious to discover the Archive and the knowledge within.” Gremach nodded as he glanced at one of the tunnels leading out from the balcony. He then turned and began leading us down a set of stairs and deeper into the mountain. We all followed as I'm sure each of us had an idea of what we would find.

The sounds of footsteps were once again the only thing that occupied the space around us, beyond the light coming off the sunstone and leaking into the staircases we were walking through. We continued our descent into the mountain as we wound through corridor after corridor and staircase after staircase, passing countless other corridors and doorways that had either collapsed or were broken down. I glanced towards Amelia as we passed by another busted doorway. She was pursing her lips as she stared ahead, unfocused but intense. I could tell she was thinking deeply. I grinned as I watched her silent contemplation before my curiosity finally drove me to break the noiseless tunnel. “What do you think the Archive will be like?”

Amelia was suddenly yanked from her thoughts and looked up to me, startled. She quickly composed herself as she considered the question for a moment before shrugging, a grin stretching across her face. “I'm more interested in why no one bothered to check down here. Either some massive obstacle is between us and there or there's some sort of way their brain is wired to put important things higher up. Maybe it's a combination of both. Of course, then you have to ask why these orcs didn't follow the same route if they were even orcs at all. Although considering all I've read, this is definitely a desolate orc settlement. That leaves the question of what made these orcs different and why did they abandon this place?”

I chuckled as I listened to Amelia lay out her rapid-fire series of questions. “Spoken like a true psychologist,” I remarked playfully.

Amelia grinned wider and shrugged as she brushed her hair behind her ear. “It was supposed to be my job. Of course, I'm going to nerd out about something like this. You'd be surprised how much can be gathered just from the way a city is structured.” She seemed immediately crestfallen as she considered something. “It was supposed to be.”

I felt my face droop as I realized what she was thinking and patter her on the shoulder. “Listen, I promise we'll try to get back. After this is over, we can start looking into Banestorms and find out what they are exactly.”

Amelia gestured dismissively as she wiped her face. “It's nothing it's just . . . even after . . . especially after all this time, I still miss my family. I'm kind of afraid of what they're going through right now.”

I felt a small lump in my throat as I was reminded of my own emotions. My mind quickly ran through each of my family members and what they might be thinking. “Shit. I don't need this right now. Worrying isn't productive in finding a way home right now. Just focus and gather information. You can worry once you have an actual way home.” I looked at Amelia and placed my hand comfortingly on her shoulder as I quelled the lump. “I miss my family too. We'll figure it out. I promise. Until then, we just have to stick together.”

Amelia grinned as we continued walking through the corridors. “Thanks. I think I needed to hear that.” I nodded as I turned my attention to the next set of stairs we would descend, the ground beneath us remaining damp to the touch as the temperature continued to drop.

After a lot more walking, we finally emerged at the bottom of the main chamber. The rubble around us was massive up close. We practically had to climb over a fallen tower as we followed Gremach towards the hole in the center. “Are you sure this is the correct route?” Brokil asked.

Gremach nodded as he pointed towards a spot next to the hole. “There is a passageway further into the mountain somewhere over there. The spell gave me a clear vision of it. It should be just over thi-” He stopped as he reached the top of a pile he was climbing. “Fext.” He muttered. We all followed him to see what had caused him to stop. I felt my body grow disappointedly limp as I saw over the ridge. One of the buildings from above had fallen right on top of where Gremach probably saw the tunnel. Additional rubble was piled up around it, making it impossible to tell where the tunnel was supposed to be or how far down it even went. “Fext!” Gremach said again, descending the hill and approaching the pile of rubble. “I Should Have Known It Would Not Be That Easy. What Did I Expect? This Place Is Filled With Fallen Buildings. Why Would A Building Not Have Fallen On The Passageway?”

Dumag was the first to step forward and speak over Gremach. His military-esque behavior was gone, instead replaced by concern and experience as his eyes darted across the pile. “Calm Yourself. This is merely an obstacle to be overcome. Now then, can you be certain of where the tunnel is in all this rubble? Is this the only route to the chamber?”

Gremach let out an angered sigh as he gestured towards the pile. “I saw it with my own eyes, a curving hole for a staircase that led into the mysterious chamber. There is another passageway on the other side, but from here I can tell that that too is blocked off.”

Dumag let out a growl as he looked at the rubble. “Then I advise we select this one to unearth. We are here already, and this appears to be the smaller pile. Dexter, Brokil, Salthu, form a line so that we may transport this rubble elsewhere. Once we clear enough, we can use a spell to move the tower out of the way. We will see this tunnel yet.” We all nodded as we formed a line and began moving the rubble from the pile to a clear section of the cave floor. The cool air felt good on my skin as we started to work. I felt my muscles flex as I walked a short way and handed the rock off to Brokil. Rock after rock was removed as Bruga and Amelia walked around, waiting for us to clear enough of the pile to get a good spell in. The sightless pit beside us appeared to such what little heat managed to come near it. It was a welcome condition, however, as we continued excavating this tunnel. We slowly carved a hole into the pile as Gremach searched for the entrance. First, it was only a few feet, then several. Eventually, we had a rather large hole that was centered around where the pathway was supposed to start. I felt a bead of sweat drip down my face as I handed another stone to Brokil.

We were starting to carve out a decent way into the pile when a loud PLOP echoed around the cave. We all turned to the hole in surprise and saw Amelia standing near the edge, looking down. “What has come over you, Outsider?” Dumag asked, a hint of annoyance in his voice. I set the stone I was carrying down with a sigh as I watched their interaction. “I thought for certain something had emerged to attack us.” Amelia didn't respond to his question, merely kept staring into the hole beneath the sunstone.

She suddenly pointed up as she asked a question. “Why can't we see into this hole? I just see pitch blackness. The light source is right there, and we had light going down the stairs. So, why won't it shine down there?” Dumag seemed annoyed and was about to respond but stopped suddenly. I started piecing together Amelia's thinking as she turned to Gremach. “Are you sure the chamber wasn't connected to anything else?”

Gremach paused for a second then brought his hand to his head as he seemed to think. “Reasonably sure?” He said with some uncertainty. “It was an isolated tunnel and I believe these were the only routes that could be taken.”

Amelia nodded as she pointed towards the hole, then at the far side of the cliff. “What if it wasn't?” She asked. At this point, everyone was intrigued and we were all walking towards the edge of the pit, causing Amelia to side-step before looking back in. The cold aura was coming full force now as if something below was far colder than the air above. Now that I was aware of the glaring inconsistency, I felt a certain unease staring down into the darkness as if I was staring at an actual Paradox.

Brokil slowly waved his hand over the pit as he briefly muttered, drawing it back once he was done. “It is enchanted.” He declared. “It blocks the passage of light between two areas. If the sunstone is constantly on, I would imagine the citizens would need such enchantments to gain a period of respite.”

Amelia nodded as she looked up. “But that means something lives down there too or gets light from up here. Either way it means something needs the light on occasion as well as a means of turning it off. If the passageway leads down further towards the chamber. . .”

“Then we might be able to get to it through the pit.” I finished calmly, crouching to grip the ledge. I was slowly becoming aware of my fear of heights again. I picked up a fist-sized rock near the edge of the pit and tossed it in. Half a second passed before the stone vanished into the darkness. After another moment, an audible sploosh sounded from the blackness. I nodded as I confirmed the presence of water beneath the blackness. “That was definitely water,” I said as a dangerous idea began to form in my mind. “W-uh-we can probably dive down and find a way in near the water. Hell, the place might end up being underwater for all we know.”

Amelia shook her head as she looked down again. “It's too dangerous. We don't know how far down the water is. We don't even know how deep it is. If we just jump we could end up dying, either cause the water is hundreds of feet down or because it's just a few inches deep.”

I nodded as I stood and took a few steps back, coming up with a plan. “Amelia, What did you throw down there?” I asked as I brought my hand to my watch and changed it to stopwatch mode. Amelia seemed to understand and created an Illuminate orb, this one looking to have a bit more mass than the others. “On go,” I added gesturing for him to throw the object. Amelia nodded as she stretched her arm out over the darkness. I started mouthing a countdown as Amelia held the orb over the pit. Once I said, “Go.” I started the timer and Amelia dropped the orb. I waited for the telltale sign and stopped the clock once another PLOP rose from the pit. “1.56 seconds. That means . . .” “About forty feet,” I said, looking up at Amelia.

She nodded as everyone else looked at me curiously and Dumag tapped his satchel before walking away from the ledge. “How can you conclude that?” Salthu asked, a bit amazed.

I gestured dismissively as I took a tentative step forward and looked over the edge. “No time to explain. More algebraic math that involved a gravity constant. The problem is we still can't tell how deep it is.”

Amelia nodded as she looked over again. “We couldn't see the orb once it reached a certain point. I think it's like some sort of curtain over the whole thing. There's no telling the depth until we go down-” She stopped as a small boulder was suddenly tossed over the edge and pulled back to slam into the side of the pit, causing a loud CRACK to echo around the cave. Everyone jumped in surprise and turned to see Dumag slowly lowering the boulder into the pit using a length of rope that snaked into his bag. “Holy hell, sir. You couldn't warn us?”

Dumag shook his head as he continued to lower. “That was a most astute method of measuring the distance down to the water, but I have my own methods of measure. I can measure the depth by lowering an anchor in and drawing it out after a certain period.”

I nodded as I pointed towards Dumag and walked around him, spotting the impossibly long rope emerging from his satchel. “Nice thinking. I now feel retarded for not bringing a rope.”

Dumag nodded as he continued to let the rock sink down, a small splash indicating it reached the water. “There is not much need for a rope when one can merely hop from ledge to ledge. But in a situation such as this, a rope is most useful. If anything can be taught in service of the guard, it is to be prepared.” I nodded as I turned and watched the rope continually feed into the blackness. “You're A Mother Fucking Dumbass. You Should Have Anticipated Something Like This. Quiet, I just have to prepare for the future. No point in getting angry over this.”

I jumped as a rapid vvvvvvvvvvvvvrrrrrrrrrrr suddenly emanated from the rope and I turned to see Dumag's panicked fumblings, grimacing as the rope was suddenly yanked through his hands. He finally let out a cry and let go as a coil of rope exploded from his satchel and disappeared over the edge, taking a few bottles and foodstuffs along with it. The sounds of rope being pulled into water continued to rise as Dumag let out an angered shout. “SARD!” He roared, clutching his hands to his chest. Everyone either looked over the edge or looked at him as he flailed his hands in pain, leaving Bruga to rush over and tend to him. “Something Tore The Tether From My Grip.” He roared, his fingers twitching from paint. Bruga comforted him as she tried to direct his hand towards herself so that she could heal them, leaving everyone else to gaze in fear at the pit. I closed my eyes as I quickly played out several possibilities in my head. “Magma worms: Unlikely, we would have seen some kind of sign of their presence here and I doubt such a chill could come from something so usually hot. Rockslide: Unlikely, tremors would be present and something audible would have occurred with the rope sounds. Underwater creatures: Very likely, the amount that got dragged down would support the idea that the water below us is deep. I doubt Dumag got lucky when he lowered the stone into the hole.” I looked back up at Dumag. He had allowed his hands to be exposed and Bruga was working to heal the red marks that were currently embedded into his skin.

I looked over the edge as another plan started to form, connections forming as I reasoned through several knowns and unknowns. “This is actually a good sign. Something down there must have pulled it out of your hand. Meaning something down there is strong enough to pull it out of your hand. Since tiny minnows aren't able to do that, we can conclude that something big is down there. Meaning the water must be pretty deep to hold that something. Ergo, we can drop down from here and be pretty sure we won't crash into the bottom of the pit.”

Amelia placed a hand on my shoulder and turned me to her. “Are you crazy? We don't know what's down there. There could be a giant school of sharks for all we know.”

I shook my head as I quickly ran the scenario through my mind. “Unlikely. The number of calories they'd need to consume is too great. Besides, individual sharks don't have that kind of pulling power. It's more likely a network of tunnels housing one large creature. In which case, we just have to avoid traveling down that far.” I turned to Gremach. “Were you able to see anything below the chamber?”

Gremach closed his eyes and brought his hand to his head again. “Not that I can recall. The distance may have been too great for me to see. In truth, I was more focused on the chamber than anything else. This is what Gashur has been searching for for a time now.”

I nodded as I looked over the edge again. “Then we'll just have to take a look to find out. Who's up for a swim?” I looked back and they were surprisingly silent. My face fell as they remained as such. “It's not that big a drop. There have been higher diving boards built. If we keep our legs straight, we won't even feel them hitting the surface. From there we just swim the chamber.” I was disturbed by the lack of enthusiasm.

Finally, Brokil spoke up, a look of apprehension on his face. He began speaking in a roundabout way, avoiding what he was implying and instead of trying to make it seem like another matter entirely. “It is not as easy as you think. I doubt any of us would be able to make the journey to the chamber. Even if we were to find ourselves safely down there, we would be more motivated to depart from the water than to continue downward.”

I rubbed my head as I realized what they were saying. “Wait. Are you saying you guys can't swim?” The guilty look on their faces said it all. “I- I jus- How?”

“It is not a skill commonly taught,” Brokil explained, trying to be dismissive about the subject. “It is usually a skill for the fisherman of the coast. Why would we require a skill such as that?”

I let out a sigh as I begrudgingly accepted the development and turned to Amelia. “We'll just have to use the beacons then, make a doorway into the tunnel. One of us can dive down and plant the beacon in a dry area. Once it's there, the others can teleport to it. Sound like a plan?” Amelia bit her lip as she looked off slightly. I tilted my head as I looked at her. “Don't tell me you-”

“I can't swim either.” She admitted, speaking quickly to avoid dwelling on the idea. “I lived in Ohio. There's not much need for swimming lessons beyond sitting in a kiddie pool on hot days out there.

I let out an exasperated groan as I turned to the pit, a sinking feeling growing in the pit of my stomach. “And I . . .am fucking terrified . . . of heights,” I said slowly, my heart sinking at the idea of dropping forty feet. The world fell silent as I stared into the pit, save for the occasional breeze and the sounds of Bruga working on Dumag. I stood there as I ran through our options. “We could go back to the pile and finish uncovering the entrance. That'll take too long. Plus, the chamber might be flooded after all. It could just be a waste. I wouldn't have to jump in a dark pit if we did that. It still would take too long.” I closed my eyes as I filtered out the background noise and just focussed on the issue. I gradually eliminated option after option as I slowly accepted the inevitable course I'd have to take. I turned my head, but kept my eyes closed, as I narrowed it down to two options. “Do you have any more rope, Dumag?”

I heard an angered “No.” sound from behind me and I turned back to the pit. “That just leaves the one then.”

I opened my eyes as I forced myself to ignore my body crying out in protest. “Only one way to do this then,” I said as I pulled off my shirt, the cool breeze giving me a degree of focus as I went through the motions. I tossed it behind me as I counted everything I'd need and discarded everything I didn't. “Shirt: No. Pants: Yes. Sword: No. Potions: No. Glasses: No. This Is Insane This Is Insane.” I glanced to Brokil as I pulled off my shoe and help up my hand. “Beacon,” I said simply. Brokil hesitated before reaching into his shawl and tossing me one of them. I caught it and slipped it into my pocket before emptying the stuff I'd brought out of habit, my wallet, and my keys.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and I turned to see Amelia staring at me. “Are you sure this is a good idea? We can just go back to the pile of rocks.”

I considered the options again before nodding, taking off my glasses, and handing them to her. “It's faster this way,” I confirmed, turning back to the pit. The darkness appeared to stare out at me like something was watching me beyond my line of sight. I deliberately quelled my unease. “Stop, This Is Insane. There Is Always Another Option. do it. do it. do it.” I looked up slightly and out over the pit, ignoring the illogical blackness below, gazing at the far side as I let out a sigh. “I'll see you guys on the other side,” I said to no one in particular. I then took a deep breath and stepped off.
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I tensed as I felt the sensation of freefall, followed by total blackness, and finally a cold splash as I hit the water. I felt icy cold daggers being pressing into my skin as I sank beneath the surface. “UP. UP. UP.” I quickly stopped my descent in the freezing water. The muted blackness around felt like it was closing in and I moved my arms frantically, quickly orienting myself and desperately trying to get back to the surface. I felt myself rise through the water as my internal temperature started to drop. I emerged from the hypothermic water and took deep gulping breaths. “Sh-SHIT!” I roared, my feet stinging from the drop. I was starting to tremble as I waded there, acclimating to freezing cold water.

From up above, I could hear Amelia's concerned voice. “Are You Alright?”

I nodded as I took shaky breaths and wiped the water from my face. “Y-Yeah. I-I'm Okay. I-It's Just F-F-Fucking Cold Down Here.” I raised my hand out of the water and shakily cast Illuminate, causing a soft white light to fill the space around me. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the blackness, the monotone world slowly revealing itself as I waded there. I looked at the perfectly smooth and circular wall surrounding me as the water below swallowed what little light was entering it. I looked up and was met with the same pitch blackness I had seen looking down. Only this time, it gave the above space an impossible height. I looked around at the veritable lake I was swimming in. The only thing disturbing the otherwise calm surface was my active paddling. “The calm probably means nothing near the surface, at least nothing big. I'll need a look beneath the surface if I want to see what I'm dealing with. Also, completely smooth walls. Meaning anything that could be a possible entrance will be below the surface.” I shivered in the water as I looked down. The light from the orb was being refracted in all directions, making it near impossible to see much more than my own wading legs. “Now if only I could see down there.”

I looked up as Amelia's voice called down from above. “Can you see anything?”

I shook my head as I looked around, causing the water to let out some wet splashes. “A-A G-Giant L-Lake At The B-Bottom. I H-Haven't D-Dived Yet. I'm Just G-Getting U-Used T-To The T-Temperature.” I looked down again as I psyched myself up to go deeper. My eyes were finally adjusting, and I could see some more of the pit below me. The one part of the wall I could see continued to dive into the depths, giving the pit the same impossible depth I'd had above. I took a few more breaths as I finally worked up the courage and dipped below the surface. The world became muted again as I guided myself through the water, my hand still holding onto my only source of light. I felt the pressure build as I descended and stuck close to the wall, the light only showing a few feet of the wall before fading to blackness. I swam ten feet, then twenty feet. I felt apprehension as I descended a little further. The light wasn't doing much and just left me floating in near blackness as the event above came to the forefront of my mind. “It's either undertow or animal. Dumag lowered a lot of rope before it snapped so it's safe to assume any undertow is quite a way down. Although, estimates have never been my strong suit, so I might be hovering right over it. In which case, it would be a bad idea to go down any further. There's also the amount of wall I'd have to search. About two hundred feet across, six hundred or so in circumference. Meaning twelve thousand square feet to search in just the first twenty feet. Definitely take a while with this tiny fucking light.” My heightened state made me aware of my slowly dwindling supply of oxygen and I started swimming back up, glancing down at the impossible darkness as I did so. “Thoughts better had with an ample supply of air.” I took a deep breath as I broke the surface again and raised the light back out of the water. “I need a brighter light. I can't see shit with this tiny fucking candle. Not to mention my lack of mobility. I just traveled fifty feet on one breath. I'll need a faster way to move about if I want to find an entrance, assuming there is one.” I let a few ideas wander through my mind as I floated there. The fact that I had only one hand to swim was the big thing, effectively cutting my directional movement in half. At the same time, I needed the light to see in the darkness. “If it weren't for the enchanted curtain, I could probably see all the way to the bottom. We'd just need to find a way to disrupt the . . . Son Of A Bitch!” I looked up at the pitch blackness as I internally slapped and berated myself. “Brokil, Can You Do That Pulse Thing Again?” I was met with what was likely confused silence.

Finally, Brokil's voice answered. “What Would That Accomplish?” He shouted back. We were only about forty feet apart, but the divide between us made it feel like miles.

I stared deliberately at the curtain as I answered. “You Said The Pulse Could Disrupt Spells. If This Enchantment Has Been Here All This Time, Maybe A Good Shove Could Send It Over The Edge.” I was again met with a pregnant silence. After another pause, I felt a whoof of air and I watched as the curtain of darkness was suddenly removed, blown back by an invisible breeze and revealing the cave above. I clenched my eyes shut and looked down as the once dark pit was suddenly ablaze with light. “Thank You.” “You're a fucking dumbass. You're a fucking dumbass. You're a fucking dumbass. This should have been thought of first, before jumping in, you absolute dumbass.” I looked up and squinted at the group staring down at me. “No time for self-beration. That solved my lighting issue, but there's still a doorway to find if there is one.” I looked down as my eyes finally adjusted and I extinguished the tiny ball of light, regaining full mobility. The pit below me was now lit up, the soft yellow light giving the walls of the pit a strange green tint. The bottom of the pit was about a hundred feet below me and barely visible from where I waded, the water between me and it was noticeably devoid of creatures. “Undertow just got a bump in chances. Though that needs a source and I can't see any break in the walls from here. Speaking of.” I scanned around as I tried to find something that would indicate an opening to the chamber, seeing nothing but the same smooth walls that I saw on my first dive.

I looked up as Salthu's voice rang out. “Over There!” I saw his figure pointing towards an area to my right and I turned to see what it was. Beneath the surface of the water, about forty feet down, a ledge was sticking ten feet out into the pit. Right above where it was anchored, a doorway was carved into the wall.

I turned and gave a thumbs-up to the group. “Nice eye.” I then turned back, took a deep breath, and dove below the surface. The world became muted again, but this time I had a clear vision of what to aim for. I kicked furiously and swam towards the tiny spot in the distance, carefully measuring my breath as I did so. Eventually, I got close enough to the ledge to make out details. The hole was eight feet tall and the ledge was just as long, shaped almost the exact same way as if someone had merely pushed the wall down to create the ledge. The ledge itself was as smooth as the walls around it, rounding off at the edges before dropping into the pit. I found it hard to believe that something like this didn't have a railing. Curiously, there was some kind of anvil near the lip of it. An overturned chair, made entirely of stone, was resting further along the ledge. They were strangely the only things resting on the ledge. I swam towards the chair and grabbed on, anchoring myself, as I looked through the doorway. The light from the sunstone seemed to be enchanted, causing it to bend into every possible crevice. I could see clearly into the chamber as if a flashlight were being shined directly into it. Far beyond the doorway, at the back wall of the chamber, sat a stone throne. It was similar in appearance to the one at the Great Hall, but made entirely of stone and seemingly shaped from the floor itself. The only other difference was the massive crack running through it, splitting the seat across where a torso would be. I let go of the chair and swam a short way through the door, glancing around as I entered. The similarities with the Great Hall just continued. Stone pillars ran along the chamber, engraved with that pattern you'd see in Roman ruins. The wall behind the throne had a similar alcove to the one built into the Great Hall. The similarities stopped there through. The sides of the chamber were lined with innumerable tables, again made of stone, but seemed to be slammed against the wall by an unknown force. “The fuck happened here?” I wondered as I gazed about. The tables seemed impossibly heavy, unlike the simple wood back at the city, yet were piled into a big mass behind the stone pillars lining the room. The pillars still stood, but the space beyond the pillars were just masses of rock. If I tried, I doubt I'd be able to squeeze into the pile. “Bad vibes. What the fuck would be able to do that?” I glanced at the sides of the chamber, trying to find where the stairs would be. Instead, I saw two piles of rocks spilling into the chamber from two doorways at opposite ends of the chamber. “Alright. That would definitely take a while to clear that out. About eighty feet down, about a hundred or so feet around. Judging from the doorway, looks to be eight feet by four feet, thirty-two square foot passageway. Assuming that would remain consistent and not get bigger, that's a couple of thousand cubic feet of stone to move. That's not even considering the water we'd likely have to go through. Since I'm the only one that can swim, I'd be swimming back and forth for a single boulder. Definitely not a viable option right now. That would take a lot of time that I'm not willing to give up right now. A short swim is probably the only way we're going to get there anytime soon. Speaking of swim.”

I turned and began swimming back out, the icy cold temperature of the water growing less noticeable as I moved. I felt the pressure gradually disappear as I approached the surface again, the water casting swaying beams into the pit below, against the wishes of the light itself. I finally broke the surface again and took a big gulp of air. Amelia's voice was the first thing I heard when I emerged from the water. “What Did You See Down There? Is It The Chamber?”

I nodded as I wiped the water from my face. “It's Some Kind Of Throne Room,” I called, leaning back and beginning to drift on the surface. “I Don't Know What The Fuck Happened Here, But The Place Is A Mess. The Stairway Down Is Also Collapsed. It Would Probably Take Us An Entire Week To Pull All The Rocks Out.”

Salthu's voice was the next to ask a question. “What Of The Tunnel? Did You See The Way To The Archive?”

I shook my head as I leaned back and just floated there. “I Don't Have The Breath To Make It In Very Far. I'm Still Having To Swim Down And Save Enough Breath To Make It Back. We Might Need To Come Back With Some Kind Of Water Breathing Spell.”

It was Dumag's turn to voice his thoughts. “I Would Advise Against That. We Have Lingered Here Too Long And Likely Have Drawn A Deal Of Silent Attention. If We Leave Now, They May Swoop In And Claim The Find For Themselves.” I stared up as I realized something. We were standing in the middle of a well know chamber, right in view of anyone that wanted to look down. With how much noise we were making, I would be surprised if we weren’t already drawing some strange gazes from others in the city.

I growled annoyedly and gestured dismissively as I floated there. I was starting to realize we were not equipped for this and needed a new plan. “So What If Another Group ‘Claims The Find’? The Institute Still Gets The Spell-Stones And Whatever Else Is In The Archive. It Just Means Our Names Aren't On The Damn Thing.”

Salthu quickly voiced his objections, leaning over the pit aggressively. “I Would Like That To Not Be the Events That Transpire.”

I glared up at the group as I floated there. It was honestly a small thing, but I was getting annoyed about having to swim in a freezing cold lake. “What Do You Want Me To Do? I Can't Spontaneously Grow Gills. I Haven't Even Touched Transformation Magic Yet So Even If You Guys Knew A Spell I Couldn't Learn It In Time. I Wouldn’t Be Able To Beat Any Potential Competition. Besides, It’ll Still Take Me Time To Get To The Actual Place And I Doubt Others Won't Already Have Found A Way To the Tunnel.”

Salthu was silent for a moment as he seemed to consider the situation. “Can You At Least Make An Attempt?” He asked desperately. I floated there as I heavily considered the request. “There are no spells that directly help in the situation. The hop spell won’t be able to find purchase in a medium like this. Then again, I do dislike the idea of all this time being wasted for someone else to get the glory. What’s more, I really want to get my hands on Doomach’s spellstones. If someone else claims the find, I’ll be stuck waiting till the knowledge becomes available or spellstones become an option in the storehouse. Which could take ages. As uncomfortable as this is, giving up now seems downright tragic.”

I finally let out a sigh as I reached up and wiped my face. “Fine I'll Try To Think Of Something, But I'll Still Need To Find Out If The Archive Is Underwater. I Can't Do Shit If I Can't Breath Down There.” Salthu appeared to be relieved and leaned back as I pointed towards a Gremach shaped blur. “Gremach, Start Working Your Magic. Modify The Spell Again If You Have To. It Might Not Even Be That Hard, Just Add Another Sensor Or Something To It. Make It Distinguish Things That Are Denser Than Air, But Less Dense Than Wood Or Something. My Bag Of Manastone Should Still Be Up There. Use However Many You Need.” I saw them nod in agreement before disappearing over the edge. I gestured to the others as I started brainstorming ways to move underwater. “Some Of You Go Help Him. The Rest Start Helping Me Think Of A Way To Move Down Here.” I saw a few of them nod as they followed Gremach away from the ledge, Brokil, Bruga, and Dumag, leaving Me with Amelia and Salthu to brainstorm. I started by asking the obvious question. “What Do We Have To Work With? Is There Any Wood Up There We Could Shape Into Flippers?”

I saw Salthu's blur shake its head. “Any Wood That Was Here Rotted Long Ago. I Also Do Not Know What These ‘Flippers' Are.”

Amelia spoke up as she explained. “They're What We Use To Move Faster In The Water, But I Doubt That'll Work As Well As You Need With Wood. It'll Be Stiff And Difficult To Handle. Wood Just Doesn't Have The Flexibility Of Plastic.” I nodded as I mentally crossed off the option. I opened my mouth to propose some sort of propeller, but Amelia got to her proposal first. “What About Using Waterjet?” She asked.

I paused to consider. “Does The Waterjet Even Exert Force On The Caster?” I asked.

Amelia shrugged. “Maybe. I Doubt They Could Completely Negate Newton's Third Law. Magic Or Not, physics is physics.” I nodded as I closed my eyes and ran through the scenario. “It's not very powerful with one mana, but it sounds forceful for the recipient. Even if they reduced the rebound by fifty percent, that's still quite a bit of force at my disposal.”

I opened my eyes and looked up at them as I leaned forward and returned to wading. “I'll Give It A Shot.” I then turned and dove a short way below the surface, preparing a Waterjet for each hand. I was going to deliberately stagger the preparations so that I wasn't using any stamina to power the jets. I stared at the ledge even further beneath me as I finished my preparations. “Here goes nothing.” I directed my hands back and staggered the spells, causing jets of new water to join the old and propel me backward. “Backwards?” I looked around in confusion as the ten feet I descended quickly closed to zero and I was practically spat out by the water. I flailed wildly as I involuntarily jumped five feet from the water and quickly fell back down. “What The Fucking SHIT?” I had just enough time to voice my confusion before I belly-flopped back into the water with a loud WHAM. I clutched my stomach as I resurfaced and used my other hand to wade there.

Amelia's concerned voice called down again. “Are You Okay?” She asked.

I nodded as I looked down at my hand. “I Went Backwards From My Intended Direction. It's Like The Water Dragged Me Along Rather Than Push Me Forward.” I looked up at the two in confusion. “What Kind Of Backwards Physics Is Going On Here?”

I saw Amelia shrug as she seemed to consider. “Maybe The Water Around You Is Exerting More Force On You Than The Spell Itself?”

I stared up at her in confusion. “What Kind Of Explanation Is That?” I asked, a little angrier than warranted.

Amelia shrugged, probably just as confused as I was. “I Don't Know. I'm Just Spitballing Here.” I let out a breath as I leaned back again and returned to floating. “Magic is already the breaker of scientific rules. I can't rule out wonky play when I use it to accomplish tasks. Then again, maybe it's a scientific phenomenon that caused that.” I was about to ask Amelia about it when she answered it for me. “I Think It's Called The Venturi Effect. If You Introduce A Directional Current Of Air In The Middle Of A Tube, One Side Will Develop A Suction While The Other Side Expels Said Air.”

I was silent for a moment as I considered what she was saying. “So You Could Make A Vacuum Using A Tube And A Compressor?”

Amelia nodded. “A Low Powered One, But Yeah. Maybe The Waterjet Is Just Sucking You Along Rather Than Pushing You Forward.” I looked down at my hand again as I thought through the logic. “Sounds fake, but technically so is magic. If that's what happened then. . . .” I turned and dipped below the surface again, preparing two more Waterjets as I did so. I stared at the ledge again as I aimed the jets forward this time. “Here goes nothing.” I fired the spell and shot, or rather was sucked, forward. It wasn't the wrenching start you expect, though I could tell my feet were dragging in the water. Rather it was as if the water around me just wanted to carry me someplace new. Despite making it to the ledge in a matter of seconds, I didn't feel the water resist me, like a constant kickoff without the usual pushback. The sensation was one-part disconcerting and one-part exhilarating. I felt like Superman, propelled through the water like it wasn't even there. “Oh yeah, this will definitely work out.”

I swam back to the surface as I finally started running out of breath. I gave a thumbs-up to the two figures looks down at me from the ledge. “That Worked Perfectly, Amelia.” It was hard for me to make out details at this distance, what with my lack of glasses, but I swear I could see Amelia smile wide. I then turned and looked down at the ledge again. “Let's take a closer look then.” I took a deep breath and dove again, using Waterjet to close the gap in a matter of seconds. I continued my momentum and swam into the chamber, glancing around as I did so. Everything was still where I'd first seen it, stone tables piled randomly against the walls, throne at the far end, stone piled in the doorways. Now that I had more time to look around, I noticed the walls had small alcoves placed intermittently along the room. Some of them had statues of orcs standing in them while others were barren. There wasn't any pattern to the placements. The alcove just either had a statue or it didn't. I swam farther in as I glanced up at the ceiling. It was arched and curved how you'd see in those Vatican buildings only without the art on it, at least any art that had survived being submerged for who knows how long. There were a few bubbles of air in some of the curves, but I doubt I'd be able to surface there and breathe. I glanced nervously at the two massive piles as I approached the throne. Now that I was further in, I could see a few chips off the walls and statues where some of the tables had struck. One of the statues even had its head missing, a glint emanating from the pale stone as I approached. I was tempted to investigate, but shook my head and focused on the back wall as I finally arrived at the throne. Unlike the throne room at Snakagr, this place seemed to have only one other exit. On the left side of the back wall was a doorway leading into some sort of tunnel. It was intact, but the stone doors seemed to be falling off the hinges. I couldn't see very far in, the light seemed to be having trouble reaching it, but since it was the only exit from the room it must have been what I was looking for. I turned to leave the chamber as pinned down my route but stopped as I noticed something odd. There was a lone statue on the left side of the room, frozen in place as it ran towards the door. I glanced in confusion at the alcove. The statue was gripping the lip of it as if it had just dropped down from the space. I looked at the other side of the room, expecting another statue in a similar position. I did see a second statue, but this one broken free of his alcove and was frozen in step, running towards the same door. “That's . . . weird.” I turned and propelled myself out of the chamber as I tried to piece together why the statues were there. “No way those were carved that way. Is it possible to make living statues? That would explain the missing ones and their positioning. That just asks more questions though. Why are the tables like this? Why are there statues walking towards the door? What The Fuck Happened Here?”

I swam back to the surface and returned to floating as I rested. Amelia called down as I caught my breath again. “Did You See A Tunnel?”

I nodded as I reached out of the water and gave a thumbs-up. “It's At The Back And Wide Open. Once Gremach Checks To See If The Archive Is Flooded, I Can Head In And Place The Beacon.” Amelia nodded as she glanced back before disappearing over the ledge. I floated there as I continued to pant and try and rationalize the statues. “If they were moving then something must have activated them. If they stopped, then something must have stopped the activator. The fact that the stone tables were like that just confuses the situation. What the hell could do that and why were the statues moving and what caused them to stop?” I looked up as figures looked back over the edge and the others finally rejoined us. “What's The Verdict? Is The Tunnel Above Water?” The figure that I can conclude to be Gremach nodded as he gestures, causing a blown-up map to appear above me.

Gremach began explaining as he pointed. “The Portion With The Archive Is Free Of Water. However, There Are Many Tunnels Between Here And There. It May Be Impossible For One To Swim That Far.” I stared up at the map. It was a positional view of the tunnel and the Archive. The Archive was highlighted in purple, a massive cube next to the tunnel connected to it. The tunnel itself was in a transparent green while blue represented the water. It showed the corner of the pit as well as the chamber and the tunnel behind it. Unfortunately, the amount of tunnel that was flooded vastly outmatched the unflooded part. I estimated two hundred or so feet between the chamber and the Archive and only the last twenty feet were unflooded. A few other rooms and tunnels branched off from the main one, there was even a spiraling staircase around the middle part of the tunnel, but I think I could tell how I'd navigate. It didn't help that the tunnel twisted and turned along those two hundred feet, but I should be able to manage. I committed the map to memory as I thought about how I'd traverse the distance. “That's going to be a long time to hold my breath. About five seconds for forty feet. Twenty-five for two hundred. Fifty for four hundred. That's not factoring in the twists and turns of the tunnel and how I'm going to have to measure my speed to avoid slamming into the walls. Plus, there's that staircase to deal with. That'll probably add another fifty feet or so. Stop thinking about it. You've already done the math. You have about a minute of travel before you should emerge. You can make it. You've just got to do it.”

I held up my thumb again before turning back to the water below. “I'll Signal You Once I Get There. It Should Only Take A Few Minutes.” I took a few deep breaths as I psyched myself up to make the dive. “Worse comes to worst, I just teleport using the beacon. Though I doubt it'll come to that.” I took one last breath then dove into the water. I quickly cast Waterjet and rocketed towards the ledge again. I glanced at the anvil and chair as I passed, then at the tables and stairs as I entered the room. I directed my path to take a shorter route to the door, shaving what was probably a few seconds off my time. I glanced at the first statue again as I swam over it. It was carved to have a full suit of knight's armor, with added room for the tusks in the helmet, as well as a spear and circular shield, much like what I'd see the orcs at Snakhagr use in battle. I couldn't see much of the actual skin of the one beneath the armor, but I could see the carved eyes through the faceplate of the helmet. I turned to the tunnel as I practically flew through the doorway. I released one of the jets as I entered the doorway and started moving into the darkness. The sunstone seemed to be struggling to light this far into the passageway. I cast Illuminate again and caused a muted light to occupy the space around me. I glided through the tunnel as I focused on getting to the end as quickly as possible. I passed doorways and rooms that seemed tempting to explore but concentrated on the set path I'd seen. “Thirty Mississippi. Thirty-One Mississippi. Thirty-two-” The short time felt like it was stretching on for eternity. The primal parts of my brain were telling me to panic as I grew further and further from a known source of air. I quelled those urges as I pressed on in the near blackness, keeping the mental image of the tunnel at the forefront of my thoughts. “Right about . . . here.” I came upon the doorway to the staircase and carefully glided through. I ascended the staircase, feet pushing against the wall to keep from scraping against it. “Fifty Mississippi Fifty-one Mississippi. Fifty-two-” The cold water seemed to grow colder as the stone around me sucked all heat that it could.

I finally came to the top of the stairs and I passed through the doorway, kicking up a trail of dust as I did. “There's actual dirt here. I must be close to some air.” After a while longer I rounded a corner and came upon the final set of stairs that would lead me to the surface. I felt my heart pounding as my mind conjured up a wrong turn somewhere in my journey. “No, this is it. You just have to go up. If anything happens, you just teleport out of here.” I felt my body shake again as I pushed forward and started ascending again. At first, the only thing my light could reveal was me, the tunnel, and the stairs below me. I propelled through the water as my air continued to slowly dwindle. “Eighty Mississippi. Eighty-one Mississippi. Eighty-two-” This was far longer than I had anticipated. My panic rose as the steps appear to ascend forever. I was a decent swimmer, but my mind was starting to panic at the state I put myself in. I was tempted to brag at the beacon at teleport out as quickly as I could. I pushed the thought aside and kept climbing. I suddenly saw a shimmer ahead, a break in the water I was swiftly gliding through. “A Hundred Mississippi. A hundred and one Mississippi. A hundred and Two Mississippi.”

I finally saw the water end above and I surged forward, desperate for air. I took a deep breath as I broke the surface and the water briefly surged to join me in the tunnel. I panted and coughed as I lifted the light out of the water and looked around. The tunnel was cold and damp, the slightest noise echoing around the enclosed space. The stairs continued for a little longer before stopping at a landing above me. I climbed out of the water, shivering as the cold stone around me sapped all the heat from the air. I felt my feet slip slightly on the step and I started to move slower. “Definitely don't want to fall here.” I climbed the last of the stairs and stepped into the tunnel beyond. I held up my light as I shivered in the cold air. The tunnel seemed to continue on and on from where I stood. I slowly walked forward on the slippery ground, searching for the telltale sign of the Archive. “It was connected right to this tunnel. It should be somewhere around- there.” I held the light up higher as the tunnel expanded in size and a glint appeared to my left.

The light revealed a doorway embedded into the wall, intricately built and designed. It was a little over fifteen feet tall and just as wide, made of yellowish metal and engraved with a complex design. The door itself had a radial pattern made up of about seven concentric circles on the front, engraved with near countless runes and symbols. The vault aesthetic was not lost on me as I saw a large X emblazoned at the center of this pattern. On either side of the circle were two small recesses in the metal, about elbow height, just thick enough to fit a forearm. I ran my hand along the bottom circle as I took in the sight. A large ‘ᛤ’ symbol, about the size of my hand, was resting in the metal as I ran my fingers along the emblem. “Definitely what we're looking for.” I thought, ecstatic about the discovery. I turned and pulled the beacon out of my pocket, forcing a burst of mana into it before placing it on the ground beside me. I continued to marvel at the spectacle before me as I waited for the others to appear. pop pop pop The sound of teleports started to fill the tunnel as the others materialized beside me. More lights filled the space and bathed the door in their colors. I heard Salthu let out an awed “Hhhhhhhh.” as he saw the door. His voice echoed as much as the dripping water.

I grinned as I place my hands on my hips. “Th-this gives the R-Repository a r-run for its money. D-doesn't it.” I remarked. I heard the sliding footsteps of them walking up behind me as I felt the hairs on my body stand on end. I felt a tap on my shoulder and I turned to see Amelia handing me my things back, staring in amazement at the door. I took the bundle of belts and cloth as I put everything back on, doing a quick inventory as I strapped the sword to my waist. “Shirt, sword, potion, manastones, shoes, glasses.” I glanced at Gremach as I checked the manastone. “How many stones did you end up using?” I asked curiously.

Gremach didn't look at me but continued to marvel at the door as he held up two fingers. “Just two.” He replied. I nodded as I looked at the door again. My mind started running wild with what could be behind it. “Calm down, we still need to get it open. Hell, I don't even know how this is supposed to open. There's no noticeable hinge and it doesn't seem good design to build a vault to open inward.”

I turned to Salthu as he stepped forward and began carefully examining one of the recesses. “What do you think? Do you have any ideas on how to open it?”

Salthu didn't reply for a moment, choosing instead to peer into the recess and then sticking one of his arms in. He then glanced at the other recess before answering. “I believe the Archive requires some form of a key.” He replied, voice trembling with excitement. “It is a vault, after all. I thought the key would be verbal or magical, but these holes appear to contradict that. We may require both to open the treasure within.”

I nodded as I glanced back and forth, first to where I'd come from, then where we hadn't explored. “Then I suggest we start exploring. Something happened here and I'm guessing we'll find some answers further in.”

Amelia turned to look quizzically at me. “What would make you say that?” She asked.

I gestured towards the flooded tunnel as I explained. “There were stone tables pushed against the wall as if they were fucking cardboard and two statues that I'm fairly certain moved from their posts.” At this point, everyone had their attention on me.

“What is this about stone tables?” Bruga asked, amazed.

“What do you mean left their posts?” Brokil asked, concerned.

I gestured calmingly as they all asked rapid-fire questions. “To answer everything at once. Back in the throne room, I saw massive tables piled against the wall, as if they were forcibly pushed there, and two statues that I'm pretty sure had started moving towards our tunnel before stopping. As for the who, how, when, and why, I'm as lost as you.” The others glanced nervously at each other and then at the Archive door. I pointed into the darkness of the tunnel, causing everyone to turn, as I continued. “There must have been something that happened and I'm guessing the best answers will be further in. If the Archive needs a key, then we might be able to find it there too.” I turned back to the others as I smiled encouragingly. “All we have to do is explore.”

I was met with some encouraging expressions, but Brokil stepped forward to sour the mood a bit. “It would be unwise to leave the beacon unattended. We had to leave one behind to make the trip so that we could travel back once we are finished here.” I nodded as the new time limit dawned on me. “Right there might be some silent watchers. If we leave they might come through and claim the Archive for themselves.”

I looked at the door as another plan came to mind. “Can we just teleport in? If we just teleport past the door, we could place another beacon and use that as a means of entrance.”

Salthu shook his head as he ran his hands along the door. “That would be the first thing they would enchant against. In any case, we cannot be sure that doing such will transport us into the open air. We may teleport into an unknown object within the Archive and incur damages, either to us or the Archive itself.”

I turned to Gremach as Salthu finished pointing out the flaw in my plan. “Can we use the spell to see inside? Make it obvious to know what's in there?”

Gremach looked at the door before shaking his head. “I do not believe the spell would function. It relies on the pulse entering and calling back to the first spell. In the case of the Archive, they may have enchanted against such use of mana.”

I let out an angered sigh as I turned back to the tunnel.”Then we better go exploring.”

I was about to start delegating teams when Amelia stepped forward and spoke up. “Leave the Archive to Salthu, Gremach, and me. The rest of you can look for the keys while we see if we can find another way in.” She then stooped and picked up the beacon. “If we find one, we'll signal you.”

Brokil, Salthu, and Gremach glanced at me expectantly. I paused for a second to consider then nodded. “You heard her. Let's split up. We'll cover more ground that way.” They nodded as I started walking into the darkness leading Bruga, Brokil, and Dumag deeper into the mountain.

I heard a few mutterings from Salthu as it sounded like he was rummaging through his bag. “Let us see how well locked this vault is.” His voice barely reaching my ears before it became but a whisper.

I held up the light as we walked, the tunnel narrowing back into the version I'd swam through earlier. The light being produced by the other group slowly faded out as we walked, the slippery floor slowly growing dryer as we went. We passed an empty alcove and I glanced at the others as I voiced a warning. “Be on the lookout for moving statues. I doubt the ones I saw are the only ones that could move. We don't know if they're hostile or not so err on the side of caution.” They nodded as we continued further in passing a few more alcoves as we did. I held my light up higher as I noticed something glinting in the distance. I slowly drew my sword as I slowed to a crawl and the others followed suit. “Up ahead,” I whispered, pointing with my sword. We slowly crept forward as the glint became more apparent and we passed a few more alcoves. Finally, the glinting fully entered our vision and I stifled a soft retch. Laying before us was a skeleton, a bright yellow shawl partially covering a chest plate and a crown of bones resting heavily on its skull. I covered my nose as the smell of a decayed corpse fill the air. Dumag crouched to examine the body as he pulled the decaying shawl aside, revealing the source of the glinting. Resting on the floor was a pristine gauntlet, unphased by the decay of the other items around it. The skeleton’s right hand was completely enveloped by the item. It was the nicest gauntlet I'd ever seen, shiny and made entirely of a silvery metal despite its obvious age. It was engraved with innumerable arcane symbols and inlaid with seven gemstones on the back of the palm. Dumag reached down and turned the gauntlet over, revealing a sort of image etched into the inner forearm. Dumag and the others let in a small gasp as they saw it. I glanced at the others before peering at the symbol. It was that Greek Mars symbol, but with four lines quartering the circle like a target.

Dumag carefully pulled the gauntlet off the corpse with reverence. “A divine gauntlet. Or at least, a very convincing replica.” He gasped.

I glanced at Brokil and Bruga quizzically, silently asking them to fill me in. When they didn't, I asked outright. “What's a divine gauntlet?”

Brokil pointed at the piece of armor as he explained. “It is an item forged by the god Kremthu himself. He only bestows them on the worthiest of warriors. That is his symbol and is one of reverence within Snakhagr.” I nodded skeptically as I looked back at the gauntlet. “Right, they still have a very superstitious world view. They probably think he walks around. . . I'm going to feel really stupid if that's actually the case.”

I pointed forward with my sword as I stepped in front of Dumag again. “Then grab it and let's push further. We still have a key to find.” I was interested but unimpressed by the find. One gauntlet seemed paltry compared to the contents of the archive and I was eager to get inside. Dumag nodded as he slowly stood and placed the gauntlet in his bag. We pushed further in as I scanned the tunnel for more moving statues. Our footsteps echoed along as we walked, making it the only sound we heard for a few more minutes. I stopped as our light suddenly revealed one of those moved statues in front of us, running away from us and deeper into the tunnel. I turned to the others as I pointed at it. “Exactly like that. There were two more back in the throne room. I'm pretty sure they were called upon by something further in.” Brokil and Dumag nodded as they stepped forward to examine the statue. I joined them as Bruga squeezed past. This statue had just a battleaxe and tribal leather as armor. I stepped to peer through the faceplate while Brokil and Dumag examined the body itself. I squinted as I noticed something glinting somewhere above its eyes.

I squatted slightly to identify it but stopped and turned as I heard Bruga calling from behind us. “Dexter! I Believe I Have Found Where The Statues Were Traveling To.” I squinted as I peered into the blackness and tried to see Bruga. I raised my light higher when I couldn't see far enough and quickly realized another curtain of blackness was just a few feet in front of me. Bruga’s hand emerged from the curtain and beckoned for us to follow. Brokil, Dumag, and I stepped forward to follow Bruga through the curtain and into a scene that was . . . interesting to say the least. We stepped into a room and was immediately met with another sunstone, this one only a few feet in diameter and hanging like a disco ball about thirty feet up. We were standing at the top of a wooden staircase, looking down at the room below. Beneath the sunstone was a frozen spectacle of battle, one where it seemed that only one side was present and in position. Dozens upon dozens of statues stood frozen in place, some about to strike while others defended with shields. The rubble of fallen statues filled the places where intact statues weren't standing.

I let out an amazed “Holy shit.” as we took in the sight. We all continued to look around as we paused before cautiously descended the stairs. I immediately noticed alcoves in the surrounding walls and took note of the fact that all of them were barren. There were also a few trees in the corners of the room and a doorway leading out the back. Another curtain of darkness seemed to occupy the doorway, shielding the tunnel beyond from our sight. Amazingly, the trees were still alive and vibrant, the light seeming to be enough to feed these four plants deep beneath the mountain. What was most interesting was one corner of the room. The back-left corner was unusually clear, devoid of statues, rubble, or disturbances of any kind, except for a twisted mass of wood sprouting from the tree in the corner. We reached the bottom of the steps and started looking around curiously, the statues remaining frozen as we traveled. “Anyone here have experience with magic that could do this?” I asked hopefully. The other remained silent as looks of confusion gaze at each of the frozen figures.

Brokil ran a hand along one of the statues before giving it a gentle push, causing the figure to sway back and forth for a moment. “No manner of tome in the Institute would reveal this marvel.” He muttered as he looked about the room. “There is no lingering incantation as far as I can gather. We have already discovered far more than any have before. These curtains of void were unknown to us before now.”

I nodded as I looked around, trying to reason out the purpose of these positions. “Someone must have attacked,” I remarked, approaching one of the statues. “It might have been why the city was abandoned. If you had to fight something that could withstand an army made of stone, I wouldn’t want to stick around either.”

Dumag nodded and growled as he shoved a statue, causing it to topple over and crack on the hard floor. “Such cowardice would not be honorable, but it would be the only means of survival, as brittle as these fighters may be.”

I nodded as I turned to the doorway at the far end of the room. I was intrigued by the mass of wood at the corner, but couldn’t see anything noteworthy about the area. “Let’s explore further then. This might not be where all of the statues are.” I lifted my foot and stepped over a fallen statue, a loud crunch sounding as I set my foot down. I lifted my foot again to see what I had stepped on and spotted a splatter of dull white shards, just big enough to fit in my palm. I crouched to inspect the shards and noticed they were different from the stone surrounding them. The grey rock that composed the warriors were nowhere near this hue or vibrancy. I reached out to grab one of the shards when, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a faint glinting. I turned to look and spotted something shiny embedded in the mass of roots.

I furrowed my brow as I stood again and pointed towards the cleared corner “What's that?” I asked, the area now holding a gentle mystery. The others turned and watched me approach the eerily barren section of the room, trailing behind me as I inspected the mass. The shape of a fist slowly came into focus as I walked. Fingers frozen in a firm fist as it pointed towards the stairway. I eventually got close enough to recognize another gauntlet, this one frozen in the air by one of the trees reaching out and seizing it. I glanced towards the back wall as I noticed a spider web crack emanating from it. I recoiled a bit as I saw a second skeleton, this one missing its jaw and wearing another yellow shawl only this one was fluffy and unaffected by decay. “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, placing a hand on my mouth in surprise. I glanced at the gauntlet as I noticed a now-familiar design of runes and gemstones. It was almost identical to the gauntlet we had just found, save for the hand each armament appeared to be intended for. I turned to Dumag as I quelled the uneasy knot forming in my stomach. “I'm assuming there are multiple gauntlets?” I asked as I turned to Dumag.

Dumag’s eye grew wide as he stepped forward and saw the gauntlet. “Impossible.” He muttered. Before I could react, Dumag turned and grabbed one of the weapons the statues were holding, another battle-axe, and ripped it free. I jumped back in surprise as he raised the weapon and brought it slamming down on the tree, splitting the wood and causing the gauntlet to fall in an explosion of splinters. I watched as it fell as if in slow-motion and caused a nearly imperceptible pulse as the gauntlet hit the floor, the wind rippling as it landed. I shook my head as I chalked it up to the adrenaline rush from seeing my teacher wield the weapon so suddenly. Meanwhile, Dumag practically pounced on the gauntlet and began examining it. He quickly flipped the armor over and inspected the inner forearm, tracing what much have been another emblem. “It is not.” He said, shaking his head. He sounded disappointed and somewhat relieved.

I let out a sigh as I stepped forward, intent on finding out what else was left behind. “Alright, then what is-” crrrr I stopped as a low rumble suddenly emanated around the room, with the loudest rumble coming from behind. crack crack crkcrack I slowly turned as the sounds of cracking gradually filled the room, like stone grinding on stone. Dust descended from above and caused a precarious statue to topple, breaking with a lout Boof on the floor. I stared in horror as I looked above the staircase we had entered from and realized what was going on. Nested in the wall above us, standing at least fifteen feet tall, was another statue. This one was special, the only one of its kind as far as I knew and nestled in an alcove that towered where it was carved. The statue decked out in actual metal armor and carrying the biggest hammer I'd ever seen, its handle as long as it was tall. Dust and grinding emanated from the construct as it appeared to glow and struggle to move. With one last crCrCRCRACK the statue flexed and the whine of sliding metal replaced the rumbling. The statue was no longer struggling to move. Instead, it’s head slowly turned down to stare at the room, turning it’s expressionless visor to us as we stood, frozen, in the corner of the room. As we watched, the statue slowly lifted its leg and stepped off the ledge, crashing into the stairs below it with a loud BOOOOM and crushing our means of escape. One vulgar thought shouted in my mind as the statue lifted its other leg to take another step. “YOU'VE GOT TO BE FUCKING KIDDING ME!”
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My mind raced and my heart pounded as it took in the sight of the giant statue before us. Every detail of the room went flooding through my mind; the statues, the sunstone, the gauntlet, and more specifically its angle. “The gauntlet was pointed at the statue. It was doing something to the statue and we disrupted it. SHIT! How could I be so dumb? I said to err on the side of caution and that’s exactly the opposite of what we did. Stop, just focus on the issue at hand. Who knows, maybe he won’t see us as a threat.” The statue turned towards us and started marching in our direction, crushing another statue in the process. Thump Thump Thump “I just had to jinx us, didn't I?” I gestured about as I shouted. “Scatter! Maybe It’ll Target One Of Us First.” Brokil and Dumag dashed left, leaving me and Bruga to go right. Thump Thump Thump I was correct in my assumptions about targeting. The statue immediately turned to follow me and Bruga. “It must see me as a foreign entity.” I turned to Bruga as we ran, staying well out of the range of that hammer. “Break Off, I Think It’s Going For Me. I’ll Distract It While The Rest Of You Find A Way to Beat It.” Bruga nodded as she broke off and started looping back to the others. Meanwhile, I turned and started taunting the monstrous being. “Come And Fucking Get Me You Lawn Ornament. I’ve Seen Flamingos More Threatening Than You.” Thump Thump The taunts seemed to be working. The statue briefly turned to face me and I felt a twinge of apprehension, but my hopes of being a distraction were quickly dashed when the statue turned to Bruga’s nearby form and lifted his hammer. “Oh, Shit! Bruga! Watch Out!” The statue moved with blinding speed Crrrrrr to slam his hammer into Bruga.

Bruga turned just in time to see the hammer swing down and dodge the blunt weapon, the hammer slamming into the ground with a loud WHAM. The statue immediately followed the strike Crrrr with a side swing, causing boulders to fly in Bruga’s direction, the hammer swinging through the air with a loud Swish. Bruga barely had enough time to cast a barrier spell before the spray of rocks hit her and kicked up a cloud of dust, an echoing Bop-Bop-Bop-Bop signaling more and more dust to fill the area. I scrambled to the side as a few rocks were tossed in my direction, looking back only after the rumble of rocks and the pounding of my heart had slowed. The statue continued its assault as it lowered its hammer, the armor letting out a crrrr as the metal slid along itself.

I heard Dumag let out an enraged “NNOOOOO” as the statue crrrr raised its hammer again. A boulder suddenly came barreling in from the other side of the room and smashed into the arm of the statue with a loud thunk. The statue ignored the sudden assault and instead continued to attack Bruga, lifting its hammer with another crrrr and slamming it down onto another statue with a WHAM. I drew my sword with a shink in what was probably a fruitless effort of trying to look more intimidating, but it was mostly to calm my jazzed nerves. “Alright. Not going for me. Gives me some time to think, but puts her at risk instead. Need to find a way to stop this. They armed this thing pretty well. Everything has a weakness. Just need to find it.” The statue lifted the Warhammer with little effort crr and smashed the floor again, barely hitting Bruga as she dodged to the side.  The statue started swinging wildly as it tried to his Bruga, playing a terrifying game of whack-a-mole as it swung; Wham, Boom, Whack. I rushed over to Brokil and Dumag as I quickly ran through everything I knew about the statues. “Can move; obviously. Weapons. Armed. Need to be activated. Likely limited in movement within normal ranges. Nothing exploitable.” The statue continued its assault, the sound of crumbling rock now a staple of our experience in the room; wham, whack, boom. I turned back to the statue as I finally joined Brokil and Dumag on the other side of the room. The statue kept recklessly battering the walls as Bruga ducked along it, causing large pockets to appear in the wall as the statue swung; thunk, thunk, thunk. Dumag was continually casting spell after spell, hurling boulder after boulder at the statue. The stone either missed entirely or banged harmlessly into the calf of the statue itself; whoof, clang, whoof. Meanwhile, Brokil was firing fireball after fireball, sailing high and sinking fruitlessly into the metal; whoo, whoo. I felt useless standing next to them, just trying to figure out something. The statue, on the other hand, never looked away from its target as it continued swinging.

Bruga was using a variety of barrier spell to either deflect or block the hammer at each strike. “AAH.” She suddenly cried out in pain as one of her barriers broke, the hammer barely missing her. She waved at us as she cast another shielding spell. “I Am Fine! Focus On Attacking It! I Will Survive For A While!” I gritted my teeth in frustration and racked my brain as I tried to come up with a way to beat this thing, outside of having to hit it really really hard.

I turned to Brokil as an idea came to mind. “Can You Do That Pulse Thing Again? Maybe It Can Disrupt Whatever Is Powering This Thing.”

Brokil nodded as he began gesturing and charged forward. “It Is Worth A Shot.” I watched as he ran up behind the statue and prepared the pulse. Once the spell was ready, he raised his hand and cast, causing the pulse to emanate around the room, causing a fffwt t-hooo to fill the room as the pulse faded. The statue took no notice of the spell, merely swung its hammer at Bruga again, crumbling yet more statues beneath its blows; Wham, Boom, Whack. I muttered a curse to myself as wracked my brain for a plan. “Shit. Of course, it doesn’t affect it. Why would it? It’s not a measly spell. It probably has an entire book of spells maintaining its power.” I blinked and internally slapped myself. “Dumbass Dumbass Dumbass. This thing needs something to power it. Destroy whatever that is, you destroy the statue. The question is, what is it?”

I turned to Dumag to try and hash out a plan, but Dumag suddenly let out an angry bellow and charged forward, dropping his attempts to bludgeon the creature to death. “Fight Me, You Cowardice Piece Of Rock!” I felt like I should have tried to stop him, but admittedly I was happy to have a bit more of an excuse to stand back. “You’re a fucking coward. I can’t believe you managed to face down a full-blown troll, but you can’t handle this granite fuck. Not that simple. Trolls biological, a stone isn’t. Not to mention the armor this guy has. That’s got to be at least an inch thick and require more force than anything I could make right now. The best chance of helping is to find its weakness.” The statue suddenly swung his hammer with a loud wwwooo, striking the ground with a BAM, and shot a few stones my way. I dove to the side as the skidded along the floor with a loud clack clack clack, one of the stones nearly hitting me and my heart beginning to pound again. I lay there in the rubble as I berated myself. “Coward. You should attack. You’re being useless standing here right now. NOT MUCH I CAN DO AGAINST A FLYING BOULDER, DUMBASS. I just need to think. How do you stop a tank hellbent on your destruction without breaking through its armor? Slip into the tank and disable the engine or take out the pilots. Only, this isn’t a tank and I doubt this thing has pilots. This means that just leaves cutting the engine, or in this case the power source. We just need to find out what it is.” I growled as I moved to stand and at least attempt to draw the things attention. At least then, it wouldn’t be attacking Bruga. I stopped however as a faint glint suddenly made itself known in the pile of stone. I looked up slightly as I turned curiously to the out of place sight. I blinked slightly as I tried to make sense of it then quickly brushed some rubble out of the way. Within the rubble was a gemstone, rough and faded from the centuries of resting beneath the rock but still unmistakably a precious crystal. “The fuck? Where did this come from?” “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH”

I heard a bellow and I quickly grabbed the gem before looking towards the massive statue. Dumag, Brokil, and Bruga were still fighting it. Brokil pulled another stone from beneath with a spell and hurled it at the statue as it rang the metal with a loud Bang. Dumag directed his hand at the creature as he shouted quickly, casting a spell that shot a bead at the beast before exploding with a Boom, harmless against the seemingly impenetrable armor. The hammer let out a deep and massive Clang every time it hit Bruga’s shield. Brokil quickly changed to lobbing fireball after fireball, but he might as well have been throwing pencils at a door for all the notice the statue was paying him. Meanwhile, Dumag was shouting angrily at the statue, taunting him in his own way as he cast boulder after boulder in its direction, the stone striking the metal with a dull Thmp Thump Thmp. “I WILL REND IN TWAIN YOU OVERGROWN STONE! YOUR BONES WILL BE THE DUSK I WILL USE TO MAKE THE BRICKS FOR MY LATRINE! DO YOU HEAR ME? I WILL FEXT IN YOU, YOU EMPTY HEADED ROCK!” I slowly stood as I gripped the stone, wanting desperately to join them, but knowing I might as well have been trying to break a mountain with a ball-peen hammer for all the help I could provide. “That’s easy if you know where to hit. You just have to find out where.”

I looked down as I noticed another glint within the rubble, this one from the spray of rocks that were thrown my way. One of the heads of the statues had been chucked in my direction and lost its helmet in the process, leaving only the orcish head and a very noticeable addition to its expression. Embedded into the forehead of the statue was a gemstone, lined in silvery metal and cut exactly like the gemstone in my hand. I looked back and forth between the two gemstones as the realization slowly dawned on me. “Cut the engine.” I quickly turned and dashed towards the group, waving the gem wildly as I did so. “Guys! I Know How To Beat It!” My moment of genius was ruined almost immediately afterward. The statue had lifted its hammer again to swing down and Bruga had prepared a shield for it. However, at the last second the statue suddenly moved at lightning speed and swung his hammer around with a loud rrrrrRRRRRRRRRR to hit her right side, causing a loud CRACK to emanate around the room and for Bruga to scream in pain as she went flying in my direction.

Dumag threw a particularly large fireball as he watched Bruga, someone he cared for, sail through the air. “NNNOOOOO!” Dumag roared. My eye grew wide and I instinctively cast Hop to catch Bruga as she flew my way. “This might have been a bad idea.” That was all I thought before her body slammed into me and we both went flying towards to opposite wall. A bolt of pain rocketed up my spine as we hit the stone, me acting as a living cushion for Bruga and feeling the pain for the both of us. We both fell to the ground and I felt another jolt of pain shoot up my shins as I tried to keep Bruga from hitting the floor too hard.

I ended up falling on my ass as the pain briefly overwhelmed me. “That was not a good idea.” I croaked as I held Bruga up slightly, both arms under her shoulders. I looked up in time to see Dumag use a similar Hop to latch himself onto the chest of the statue and begin palm striking it, the impacts making a bigger noise than I thought possible, making a loud Wham Wham Wham sound to echo about the room. Clank-Clank-Clank-Thump Clank-Clank-Clank-Thump Meanwhile, the statue was slowly marching our way, unperturbed by the orc grasping its chest, it’s legs lifting with a Clank-Clank-Clank before slamming into the ground with an echoing Thump. I muttered another curse under my breath as I watched the statue gravitate towards me and Bruga. “You have got to be shitting me. It’s Still Going For Her?” I looked down at Bruga as I lifted her a bit more. “Are you okay?” I panted, inspecting her carefully to see if she was hurt.

I saw the back of Bruga’s head give a nod as she replied. “I am alive.” She panted, answering the question in a way that didn’t particularly make me happy to hear.

“Can you stand?” I followed, pulling her up slightly.

This time, Bruga’s head shook. “I do not think so.” She panted. I looked over her shoulders and down her body. Her right arm was clutched to her side, her shawl near her forearm was misshapen in such a way where it was clear her arm was broken. She seemed to be holding it in that pained way where you know it hurts to hold it like that, but you’re too afraid to move it any other way. I looked down further at her legs and saw that her right leg was also broken at the shin, a jagged bolt-like pattern now being formed out of her skin. “You can heal her.” A brief image of the infirmary flashed through my mind, the time I was kicked in the stomach. “I need time. Something I don’t have. I can’t do it. Not under these conditions. What about the potion?” I reached into the pouch on my belt, expecting to grab the potion Brokil had made, but only heard the clink of glass and felt a sharp pain on my fingertip. I pulled back and saw a minute cut on my fingers as a drop of blood leaked from my skin. “Could things go right just once today?” Clank-Clank-Clank-Thump I looked up as I heard the statue take another step in our direction.

Dumag was still slamming his palm into the statue and shouting angrily, his strikes sending more Wham Wham Wham sounds throughout the room. “FIGHT ME YOU SARDING BASTARD!” This was immediately followed by one last strike at which point I realized Dumag was using a spell to hit the statue, pushing it back with a loud WHAM. The strike seemed to push the statue back slightly and causing it to stagger back and interrupt a step; Clan-Thmp Thump. Dumag then slumped against the statue, clearly exhausted, despite gripping the statue still. This was the only time the statue paid him any notice and it was only to reach up and grab him crrrrr before tossing him behind it as if he were a mere distraction; whoof. I growled as I watched the statue handle the mage so uncaringly.“We don’t have enough firepower for a head-on approach. We’ll need to sneak under the armor and attack it from there.” I gently lowered Bruga to the ground, propping her on the wall as I devised a plan of action. “ I hope this works.”

I stood and took a few steps towards the approaching statue, holding up the crystal and tapping my forehead as I did so. “DUMAG!” I shouted, ignoring the statue as it took a few steps forward; Clank-Clank-Thump Clank-Clank-Thump. I saw Dumag slowly crawl to his feet as he saw me. I tapped my forehead again for emphasis. “GO FOR THE POWER SOURCE!” I shouted waving the crystal for him to see. Dumag nodded as he stood weakly and began limping behind the statue. The statue took two more steps forward as its visage locked on me and Bruga.; Clank-Clank-Thump Clank-Clank-Thump. I scowled as I realized he would never be able to catch up to it. I reached into the pouch strapped to my side and pulled out the bag of manastones, holding them up as I shouted again. “CATCH!” I then wound back and threw the bag in Dumag’s direction, the statue making two more steps in the process; Clank-Clank-Thump Clank-Clank-Thump. The small pouch sailed over the shoulder of the statue and Dumag caught it before continuing to limp, gesturing as he muttered under his breath. I stared at the statue approaching as I stepped back again and began shouting to Brokil, two more steps from the statue; Clank-Clank-Thump Clank-Clank-Thump. “SLOW IT DOWN. MAKE IT HARDER FOR IT TO MOVE.” I didn’t take my eyes off the statue, but I could see small walls of stone rise in front of the statue to stop it, its feet crashing through the rock, but making it more difficult to travel towards me and Bruga; Clank-Boom-Thump . . Clank-Boom-Thump. It pushed through them with a modicum of ease, but it still slowed it down. I crouched as I reached back and draped Burga’s left arm over my shoulder. “Grab On. I’m Sorry To Have To Do This, But I’m Using You As Bait.”

I felt Bruga’s chin rub my shoulder in a nod as I pulled her onto my back and picked her up in a piggyback ride. “Anything for safety.” She said weakly.

I nodded as I stood and stared at the statue, being careful to avoid disturbing Bruga’s broken bones. “Not about to leave you behind,” I said, trying to encourage her a bit. “I doubt it’ll go for anyone else until you’re dead.” I then turned and dashed to the side, my legs straining under our collective weight as I ran past the statue. I heard the statue raise its hammer again, crrrrrrr, and I quickly bounced to the right, narrowing avoiding the hammer as it slammed into the floor with a WHAM. I continued to run, not looking back as I heard the hammer being lifted again; thnk thnk crack thump. The statue started following me around the room. Brokil continued throwing up stone walls as the creature casually kicked them over; Clank-Boom-Thump . . Clank-Boom-Thump. I panted as I continued running, past the few remaining statues and back to the other side of the room. “I just have to wait for Dumag to destroy its crystal. Shouldn’t be too long.” The statue continued moving, taking two more steps forward and kicking more stone about the room; Clank-Boom-Thump . . Clank-Boom-Thump. I glanced back, expecting to see Dumag on the statue's chest, but he wasn’t. Instead, I just saw the statue and Brokil behind it, making more walls to slow it down. I furrowed my brow angrily as I continued panting and running. “Where the fuck did Dumag go?” The statue took two more steps, seemingly eager to strike at its target again; Clank-Boom-Thump . . Clank-Boom-Thump. The sight was terrifying and I felt a twinge of panic as I felt the statue lock its attention on me. “No time, just run.” I turned back to running, coming almost face to face with another stone face. I jumped in surprise as I almost ran into one of the other statues. I stumbled as I sidestepped it and tripped on one of the many rocks surrounding it. The floor quickly rose to meet us as Bruga and I fell, causing Bruga to let out a cry of pain as we partially fell on her broken arm. “SHIT SHIT SHIT.” I struggled to push myself up as I heard the statue slowly approaching from behind; taking two more loud steps; Clank-Boom-Thump . . Clank-Boom-Thump. I gritted my teeth as I pushed up with all my might. “GET THE FUCK UP OR YOU ARE GOING TO DIE!”

I finally pulled myself to my feet and I started dashing to the side. I skidded to a halt as the hammer came down right in front of me with a tremendous WHAM. I backed up as the statue slowly pulled the hammer out of the ground again, scattering more rocks about; thnk thnk crack thump, and glared angrily at me. It kept me next to the wall and lifted its hammer to strike every time I tried to step away from it, slowly forcing me to the corner of the room, where we began. “Shit, It’s backing me into a corner. No way am I risking an under route either. They probably built some kind of protocol into it for that.” I turned to Bruga slightly, keeping my eyes on the statue as I did so. “You have any spells you can use with one hand?” I asked, a small panic trembling in my voice.

Bruga nodded as she used her left hand to gesture weakly. “A few, but I do not think I have the strength to use them.” I let out a sigh as I berated myself. “And I gave my crystals to Dumag. . . Fuck it.”

I shook my head as I took another step back and the thing crushed another statue, panting exhaustedly. “Fuck it. Use my energy, if that’s at all possible. I might die anyway. Might as well make it hard for him.” I felt Bruga nodded and placed her hand on my left shoulder. I felt my arm grow tired as she muttered briefly. She then reached up and gestured, causing a barrier to appear between us and it. The statue slowly raised its hammer as it finally backed us into a corner, preparing to deliver the final blow crrrr. One last thought played in my mind as I came to accept what would be my inevitable fate.“FUCK YOU, YOU GIANT GNOME!” I was tempted to have those be my last words but stopped as I realized they weren’t very dignified words. Instead, I used a free hand to present a towering middle finger to the statue as it prepared for the final strike.

My eyes grew wide as a hand suddenly appeared around the statue’s head and clamped itself over one of its eyes. An instant later, a second hand did the same for the other eye. Dumag’s enraged face suddenly appeared above the helmet and glared down at the statue below, planting his feet firmly in the statue’s shoulders. “IGNORE THIS YOU GLORIFIED FOUNTAIN PIECE!” He roared. His hands were suddenly ablaze with brief explosions, directed into the helmet of the statue; BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM. The statue faltered and staggered back, its armor shifting with an audible crrr, dropping its hammer in the process. More explosions rocked the statue as smoke started to rise from the cracks in its helmet; BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM. Flashes of white and orange dominated the helmet as Dumag sustained the onslaught of attacks; BOOM BOOM BOOM. The statue blindly reached up and grabbed at Dumag as explosions continued to spew from his fingers; BOOM BOOM BOOM. It finally managed to grab Dumag and pull him off, causing his last explosion to just splatter soot on its face with one last KaBAM! The statue pulled Dumag in front of it and started to squeeze, causing Dumag to let out a roar of pain. “Shit. Got to help him.” I gestured to cast Move Earth and maybe create a boulder dropping down from above but stopped as I noticed the statue hesitate, the struggle to move returning once more. Dumag panted as the statue stopped squeezing and continued to hesitate; rrrrrr. It suddenly moved with lightning speed again and reach for its hammer, the moving stone and metal letting out a loud RRRRRRRRRRRR in what must have been a last-ditch attempt at an attack. It drew the weapon up to finally strike a fatal blow and I instinctively raised my arms to block it; RRRRRRRRRR. The strike never came. Instead, the loud sound of the moving statue slowed and cracked; RRRRRRRRRCRCrrrcrrrcrrrr, fading away as a shadow slowly grew over my and Bruga. I slowly looked up as the realization dawned on me and I let out a massive sigh of relief. The statue was frozen, mid-swing, still clutching Dumag in the air, whatever it was using as power drained by Dumag’s flurry of blows.

Brokil let out a whooping bellow. “YES! Sard Yes. Ah. I Must Admit The Last Moments Of That Conflict Had My Heart Wrenching.”

I nodded as I felt my strength leaving my legs and they started to shake. “Yeah. Uh Brokil, could you help me out here? I think I’m near the end of my rope and I don’t want to just drop Bruga.” Brokil nodded as he rushed forward and past the statue. I felt myself sinking as Brokil made his way over. My legs finally gave out once Brokil pulled Bruga off of me and I started panting. “Shit that was stressful. I can hardly fucking believe we got out of that.” I looked at Dumag as I felt myself starting to smile. “Good Job With The Explosions, Dumag. You Really Fucked Up Its Power Supply With That.”

Dumag nodded as he panted and tried to pry one of the fingers away from him. “I fear that I may have depleted your supply of mana with that action.” He called, sweat pouring down his face. “My honor dictates I apologize for that.”

I waved dismissively as I looked at the soot-covered helm of the now immobile statue. “Don’t worry about it. I doubt I’d have been able to use the energy any better. Besides, I’d have given you hundreds of points of mana if it meant that thing was beaten.”

Dumag nodded as he let out a grunt of exertion. “In any regard, once Bruga has been tended to, could you assist in freeing me from this grip? It is rather painful.” I nodded as I turned to Brokil and Bruga. Brokil was muttering as he waved his hand over Bruga’s arm. Bruga had her undamaged arm covering her eyes, clearly in a great deal of pain, despite the spell being cast. “Note to self: learn some healing spells that work on the go. I don’t want to have to retreat every time I want to fix someone.”

I climbed back to my feet as I let out another sigh of relief. “Brokil, you good with taking care of Bruga?”

Brokil nodded as Bruga continued to pant in pain. “She will be fine. Free Dumag if you can.”

I nodded as I stood and started walking towards Dumag. I looked up at him as I assessed the situation. “You doing okay up there?” I asked.

Dumag nodded but kept his eyes fixated on Bruga and Brokil. “Will she be alright?” He asked, no longer clawing at the fist surrounding him.

I nodded as I picked up a fallen battleaxe and swung it experimentally. It should do well enough. “She’ll be just fine. I’m pretty sure Brokil knows what he’s doing. He wouldn’t be healing her otherwise.”

I lined up to strike the outstretched arm as Dumag slammed his fist into the hand that was gripping him. “I curse myself for not bothering to explore the art. What good is a warrior if he cannot take in his surroundings?”

I waved off his concerns with the axe as I prepared to strike the arm. “Don’t sweat it. Besides, I doubt we’d have been able to beat this without those explosive spells of yours.”

Dumag nodded as I wound back to strike. “I have found that quick succession Fireballs will do more damage to hardened objects, stone in particular, than many other spells.”

I nodded as I took a deep breath. “You’ll have to teach that one to me some time. Until then, sit tight. I’ll have you out in a minute.” Dumag nodded as I did one more mock swing. I then drew the axe back and brought it slamming down on the armor. The stone axe I was holding immediately shattered into a thousand pieces and I was left holding a heavy stone handle. “Guess that didn’t work,” I remarked disappointedly. I then discarded the handle and walked over to the hand as I rubbed my own together. “Time for a more direct approach.” I gestured as I prepared to cast Move Earth again, this time trying to open the hand of the statue. I directed my hands towards the fingers as I tried to force them apart and release Dumag. The statue let out a slow crrrrrr sound then the body appeared to explode and crumble in a loud CRACK of dust, leaving the armor and the head to hit the ground with a massive thunk and a clatter. Dumag, on the other hand, let out a grunt as he hit the ground, still wrapped in the gauntlet that once held a hand. “I . . . I guess that works.” I said as Dumag pulled himself out from under the now empty fingers, the empty digits heavy despite their lack of contents.

Dumag nodded as he climbed to his feet and started limping towards Bruga and Brokil. “I advise you to search the room for other power sources. I would rather not have another statue come to life and attack us, no matter how weak they would me. Besides, the Institute may be able to use them to learn of the proper spells to create stone guards of our own.” I nodded as I glanced around at the now very few statues left and the massive pile of armor in the center of the room. “Right. I wouldn’t want to just leave them. They could prove invaluable when it comes to understanding how different their spell structuring was.” I started gathering the few gemstones that might still be scattered about the room, starting with the most obvious one. I walked over to where the head had fallen and pulled off the soot-covered helmet still covering the gemstone. A pile of rocks fell out as I lifted the metal cover, the head little more than a mouth with a pile of rubble on top of it. I shifted the rocks still left and uncovered what used to be the power source, a murky crystal split into many pieces. “I guess you can’t expect it to survive an attack like that. Still, it might be useful as smaller crystals.” I collected six pieces in total, filling up my hand with them. I then stood and glanced back at the others. Dumag was kneeling next to Bruga as Brokil worked on her broken leg. I turned to the far doorway as I let out another sigh. “If we encounter another room like this, we might have to just head back with what we have. I doubt we’d be able to replicate what we did here.” I then turned and started walking around the room, scanning the ground for any more crystals as I visited each of the other statues scattered about the room. “For now, the crystals.”

I gathered another dozen intact gems in total. I used both hands to carry them back over to the others as Bruga was finally pulled to her feet. Brokil was resting his hand on her shoulder as he helped her stand. “How are you feeling? Does anything else hurt?”

Bruga shook her head as she rubbed her right side. “No nothing hurts,” She admitted, “but I cannot shake this disturbing feeling in the pit of my stomach.”

I gestured towards her as best I could with the handfuls of crystals. “You’re probably still in shock. You did get sent flying by a moving statue. We can rest a bit if you want.”

Bruga shook her head as she glanced at Dumag, her eyes full of pain, but determination. Bruga finally shook her head as she straightened, still clutching her arm. “I am fine to continue if you wish.” She replied. Brokil and Dumag slowly let go of her, leaving her to stand on her own as they both gave her looks of concern

I let out my own sigh of relief as I nodded. “Glad to hear you’re doing okay,” I said, trying not to drop the crystal. I then held the stones out to Dumag. “I got as many as I could find. There are probably a lot more in the rubble, but I don’t want to sift through that right now. No fear of any of the others copying Gigantor over there though. I got the ones out of the few statues still standing plus the one you broke to defeat that big one.”

Dumag nodded as he reached into his satchel and pulled out an empty pouch. “Put them in here. It is unwise to carry them as such.” I nodded as I dumped the crystals into the bag, glad to not be carrying them anymore. The crystals appeared to disappear as they were dropped in as if the bag itself just swallowed the stones. Dumag then tied the bag back up and tossed it into his satchel. He then turned to the still darkened doorway. “How much farther do you suppose this tunnel goes?”

I shrugged as I followed his gaze. “This could be the end or we might just be starting. We won’t know until we start walking. In any case, I doubt we’ll be able to do that again. If we encounter another chamber, we might just have to turn back. I don’t think we want to risk activating another big statue like that.”

Bruga let out a defeated sigh. “Do you think another one of those statues could exist?”

I shrugged as I gestured at the door. “Err on the side of caution. We’ll just have to respond appropriately based on what’s behind that doorway.”

Bruga nodded as she rubbed her side again and looked towards the darkened doorway. Her expression was one of tension and unease. I wanted to try and comfort her a bit, but it didn’t feel like the right time. Bruga finally let out a sigh as she dropped her arm and forced herself to stop cradling her injury. “I suppose we should press on then. No point in waiting for me to feel comfortable.”

Dumag gave Bruga a concerned expression while I nodded and looked towards the doorway. “We don’t have to commit to walking just yet. Let’s just see what’s beyond this veil of darkness first. Brokil, could you do that pulse again?” Brokil nodded as he stepped beside the doorway and cast, this time close to the door. The veil was suddenly blown aside by an invisible wind and revealed the room beyond. From where I stood, I could see a large well lit chamber and even a bed. I gestured towards it as I let out a grin. “See? Dead end. No more of those big statues. The key must be in there.” Bruga nodded as I stepped forward to start exploring the mysterious chamber. My grin faded as I saw what was beyond the door. It was undoubtedly a bedroom, likely the bedroom used by the chief or whatever person ran the city, but it was absolutely trashed. Wardrobes were overturned, furniture was smashed, various weapons were bent or outright broken and scattered about the room. I crouched as I noticed some kind of soft material on the floor and picked up a flake. I had just enough time to see the remnants of a word before the piece disintegrated and turned to dust. “Fuck. Someone really didn’t want this place to survive.”

The others followed me in as I stood and they looked around in shock. “What happened here?” Brokil asked, a mix of shock and horror on his face.

I shrugged as I kicked a patch of destroyed pages, useless at rebuilding the destroyed info. “Beats me. Unfortunately, one thing’s for sure. Anything useful was destroyed or stolen long before we got here. Fucking damn it. And after all of that, nothing.” Dumag stepped up to one of the overturned wardrobes and crouched to grab something.

He pulled out a nearly disintegrated skin and dropped it back down as another piece fell away from it. “If the attackers managed to enter here, they likely found the keys we seek. If that happened, then perhaps the Archive is already empty. I doubt those able to pull off an assault such as this would leave so many valuables behind.”

I growled angrily as I looked around the destroyed room, stifling my desire to punch something and forcing myself to be pragmatic. “Then we’ll just have to find another way to learn about spellstones.” I sighed. “We did find two gauntlets. We could probably study them. Not to mention the gemstones we found, assuming they have at least a similar construction to the stones.”

Dumag nodded as he tapped his satchel. “I suppose we should go back and inform the others. Perhaps they managed to find their own way in. With any luck, the attackers left behind something for us to use.”

I nodded and felt a glimmer of hope as I turned and saw the destroyed staircase. “One way to find out. Let’s just start heading back. After a day like this, I want to go to bed. “ The others nodded defeatedly as we left the destroyed room and started walking back to the Archive. “I’d kick a wall, but I’m too fucking tired right now. I just hope this day gets better from here.”
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Dexter



We ended up using the Teleport spell to get up to the doorway again and started walking back. I stretched my tired muscles as our footsteps echoed around the tunnel. My muscles had initially complained about carrying Bruga so far, but the training I'd done had helped to mitigate some of the effects of the fatigue. “I'm really going to have to go hard on training at some point. I'll have to talk to Bulak about more sword training when I get back.” I glanced at the others as I felt one of my joints pop. Dumag had placed his hand on Bruga's shoulder as we walked and hadn't removed it since. Bruga did the same with the way she gripped her right side where the weapon had struck her. I tried to lighten the mood a bit by distracting them. “So, what was with the other Gauntlet? It looked pretty similar to the one we saw up here. What made it different?”

Dumag reached into his satchel and pulled the gauntlet out, handing it to me as he explained. “The symbol is incorrect. It is not Kremthu's emblem. It is similar to it, but it is also different.” I nodded as I examined the inner forearm of the gauntlet. It was a little slimmer than the other one and had a sleeker design to it, both on the fingers and along the forearm. It seemed designed for a smaller person in mind. Instead of the modified Mars symbol cut into the metal of the forearm, it was a similarly modified symbol for the goddess Venus, four lines quartering the circle near the wrist.

I handed the gauntlet back as I explained. “I've seen that pairing before, at least a pairing for a different version of the symbols. Mars and Venus, what we sometimes use to represent male and female. It's from a society that's been dead for a couple of thousand years. Though I doubt that's what inspired these. There's probably some other symbolism behind them, but I don't exactly recall what it is right now. If I were to hazard a guess, the symbol is for another god they worshiped here.”

Dumag nodded as he placed the gauntlet back into his bag. “I had the same thought. Else they would have not created a pairing of weapons similar to a Divine Gauntlet. I now doubt they were truly bestowed with a Divine Item. Such items are said to hold the power of the god himself. They would not allow their wielders to so easily fall.”

I nodded as I let out a small laugh, recalling Dumag’s scowling face climbing over the giant statue. “Really says something about what you did back there. They were willing to leave the gauntlets behind because they probably knew what would happen if they disturbed that one. Meaning they doubted they would be able to beat that big statue. Yeah, we acted pretty recklessly, but we ended up pulling through. You, in particular, were quite impressive to watch, Dumag. This Kremthu guy would be really impressed if he saw what you did.”

Dumag let out a laugh as he shook his head. “I doubt as such. I only did as much as I could. Many others would be able to do the same in my position.”

It was my turn to shake my head. “Come on, you blew the thing's eyes out and that was after almost draining your supply of mana. I doubt the others have the same resolve to pull that off. Now I'm kind of glad you're teaching me combat magic.”

Dumag nodded as he stared ahead. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I do not need your approval. It would not change my method of teaching either way. I have always made it a point to not allow any prior thoughts affect my actions towards anyone. The same is said for my teachings.”

I nodded as I spotted the first body further along the tunnel and scooped up the crown of bones. “Still, I can better accept and take in your rigorous method of teaching now that I know what you're capable of. It's always unwise for a student to disregard such a powerful master.” I then reached up and placed the crown on top of his head. “Plus, you blew off its fucking face. That is something to be proud of.”

Bruga smiled as Dumag tipped the crown slightly. Bruga then brought her other hand up and place it on Dumag's hand still placed on her shoulder. “I, for one, am happy that you were able to come to my rescue. The world would be better off if more people were like you.”

Dumag grinned at that as he seemed to tighten his grip a bit. “I hope you find such situations rare. The world would be a terrible place without you in it.” I grinned as Dumag and Bruga started whispering compliments to each other and I turned to Brokil. He gave me a quizzical look as he saw the two interacting. I raised my index finger to my lips in a sign of silence and Brokil gave me an understanding nod. “Alright. Time to tell the others the bad news and . . . You have got to be kidding me.” We re-entered the portion of the tunnel containing the entrance to the Archive and noticed the three we'd left behind had multiplied. Salthu was still working on the door, near one of the holes in the wall, but behind him now stood what I can only describe as a posse of female mages, plus Yotul and Borba. Amelia and Gremach were sitting on the far wall being watched by four unnamed mages while Yotul and Borba were standing next to a third mage as they watched Salthu work.

The third appeared to sneer down at him as he examined the door. “Open it already. I am not leaving here empty-handed.”

Salthu let out a growl as he looked down slightly. “I am telling you, I cannot open this without the keys. I cannot even imagine how many safeguards they have in place here. If I had time, maybe but not in the span of a single trip.”

The third mage scoffed. “Do you think I care? This magic is hundreds of years old. I know you studied this city extensively. Even a lowly wizard such as yourself should be able to unlock it with that knowledge by now and without any fexting keys. Now open the sarding door.”

At this point, Yotul had stepped forward slightly. “Oghash, do you not think this is a little harsh? They found the Archive. They have earned the right to claim it.”

Oghash turned to glare at her and Yotul stepped back timidly. “I poured too much time into this to just surrender, not to a puny outsider and a scrawny wizard. She has not even been here a season.” She then turned to glare at Borba. “And do not even consider bringing up the other one. He is equally incapable, and we would be better off if he were left in the wild to fend for himself.”

At that, I gritted my teeth and stepped forward. “People really ought to teach you about speaking of the devil.” I quipped angrily. Everyone turned towards my group and I felt a surge of adrenaline as I sensed malintent with a few of them. I tried to stifle the sinking feeling as I stared squarely at Oghash. She glared back at me with her bright green eyes. She probably came up to my nose, but she seemed to tower higher than her actual stature. Her face seemed hardened and stern as if someone had destroyed her prized possession. Her shoulder-length frizzy brown hair made her look a bit like Miss Frizzle if Miss Frizzle was crossed with Trunchbull.

I did a once over of the room as I considered our options. There were seven of them in total, enough for each of us to face off, but four of us were already drained and tired from fighting the statue. What’s more, Amelia and I were still severely outmatched in terms of skill and experience. I felt my stomach flair as I remembered what had happened when Dumag made us fight other mages. The way Oghash spoke also led me to believe that she only aligned herself with those she considered powerful. All in all, I would need to come up with something to even the odds.

I took another breath and raised my hands in a display of pacifism as I finally spoke again, portraying an air of calm as I thought of a plan. “Now now. Don’t shoot the messenger. I'm sure we can come to some sort of agreement.” The hallway was not a great place to fight, too little space and they already hold power over three of us. “We have the Archive in front of us and if we get it open we get whatever is inside it. Regardless of whatever conflict you two have had in the past,” I flicked my finger between Salthu and Oghash. I needed to open the space up. “perhaps we can pool our knowledge and find a solution together. There's no point in both of us fighting if the Institute gets some of the artifacts at the end of the day.” In a fair fight, on all fronts, we were outmatched and outgunned. “Either way, we'll all have access to the knowledge within and it'll just lead to more conflicts in the future if we fight here.” I then extended one of my hands towards Oghash, trying one last attempt at compromise. “Does that sound reasonable?”

Oghash glared angrily at my hand then back up at me. “Far from it.” She growled, not even considering the idea.

I blinked in mock surprise as I heard her response. “Be practical,” I asked calmly, trying to come up with a plan B as we stood. “The energy that would be expended should a fight break out is not worth the treasures behind that door, no matter how fantastic they are. It is in all our best interests to not escalate the situation and come to a peaceful agreement on how to go about this.” If we were in the main chamber, I could position us better but then we’d have to draw their group to that location and that wasn’t an option. “And I assure you, if a situation were to evolve, you are more likely to be given the short end of the stick. Not that it wouldn't be close, but I think the odds are more in our favor.” I felt the quizzical eyes of Brokil, Bruga, and Dumag on my back and I flicked my fingers minutely to try and signal them. I needed their help. I needed a strategy.

Meanwhile, Oghash gave me an expression of predatory mirth. “You honestly think that? How pitiful do you think we are? I have heard the rumors. You did not even know of magic before coming here. What could be going through your head that would make you think you could reasonably stand up to us?” Oghash then gestured and caused arcs of electricity to spread out from her fingertips. The four orcs guarding Amelia and Gremach did something similar and summoned a range of fire, water, and electricity. I felt my eye twitch as I saw the display of force.

I quickly stifled the anger I was feeling and focussed on Oghash, noticing Yotul and Borba were the only ones not currently sporting spells. I then stifled a smirk as I shrugged. An idea had materialized, something I should have considered before, something that would leave us better off, all options considered. “With all due respect, you couldn't even begin to comprehend what runs through my mind daily. I doubt you'd understand, or even know, what just a quarter of them are related to.” I opened and closed a hand behind my back, signaling to Brokil behind me. “I don't extend this offer out of pity, but out of practicality. The energy lost in this fight is not worth what will come of it. So, this is your last chance.” I raised my extended hand slightly, emphasizing it but mostly drawing their attention to it and away from the others. “Let's work together and try to open the Archive.” The silence hung in the air as I waited for her response. We waited one second, then two, finally after what felt like an eternity Oghash responded . . . by bursting into laughter.

I scowled as I saw her double over, unable to contain herself. I hoped Brokil would understand what I needed and comply, but I guess I hadn’t been clear enough yet.

Oghash laughed for was seemed felt like a minute before finally calming down enough to respond. “HAHA HAaaa You outsiders truly are an arrogant bunch. I ha-have three of your friends as a ho-hostage and you still threaten me. I would think those from such lofty places would know when you're outmatched. Of course, I will not take you up on your offer. You do not seem to comprehend the severity of the situation.”

I lowered my hands as I let out a defeated sigh and stared at Oghash. “That's disappointing. Plan B then.”

Oghash continued to sneer as I saw her tense and crouch, preparing for a fight. “Indeed.” She said slyly. I flexed my legs a bit as I nodded and prepared for what I would do next. My muscles would hate me later, but I needed them right now.

I then turned, likely to Oghash's surprise, and addressed Dumag. “I'm going to need that crown for this. Could you toss it over?” Dumag hesitated for a moment before reaching up and throwing it in my direction. I caught it as I did another inventory and unhooked the belts for my sword and bag of manastones, letting them drop to the floor with a clatter.

I looked up as I started bobbing through some exaggerated leg stretches to see Oghash's confused expression. “What is the meaning of this?” She asked incredulously.

I glanced towards Amelia and let out a small wink, keeping my serious expression as I stretched one leg then the other. “I know Snakhagr has a lot of rumors floating around about us, but what you likely haven't heard is something you're about to see personally. You see, we humans have an interesting advantage over the other creatures and it seems to extend to even the orcs and elves. Whereas you can only work for four to six hours in a given day, we can work between eight and twelve hours, depending on how motivated we are.” I then moved to stretch my arms, keeping a tight grip on the crown as I raised both fists in the air. “And unfortunately for you, I'm haven't used any of my energy and am fired up for a full day of work, at least what you might consider a full day.” I tapped my fists together above my head as I said that, emphasizing what I was seemingly capable of. I then glanced back at the others as I checked one last thing. “Where does the Institute usually register a find such as this?” I asked, holding up the crown.

Bruga answered almost instantly, seeming to know what I was getting at. “In the Repository. Just go up and ask the front desk about it. They should be able to give you the correct document.”

I nodded as I turned back to the posse and did a few more stretches. “Then I guess I'm ready to get started. All I need to do is head back to the Institute and register the find using this artifact as proof.”

Oghash's face fell as she finally understood what I was planning. “You assume we would be foolish enough to allow you to leave with that.” She crouched slightly again, the four guarding Amelia and Gremach stepping out to form a wall of spell prepped mages. “In any case, I anticipated others and took the beacon you used to travel here.” She reached into her shawl and pulled out the stone obelisk. “And I do not plan to relinquish it easily.” I let out an exasperated sigh as I learned of the development. “Doesn’t matter. There’s more than one way to solve a problem.”

I then furrowed my brow as I took the crown and place it on my head, drawing the curious expression of everyone in the room. “Then I'll need to put on my thinking cap for this fight.” I raised my left hand and covered my mouth as I began slowly pacing, pressing the back of my right palm into my hip and flexing the fingers there. “It is rather unfortunate you’ve taken our method of escape. One would need a beacon of their own to circumvent your plan.” My pacing slowly led me back towards the others as I continued to furrow my brow and flex my fingers. “Get the signal. Get the signal. Get the signal.” As I slowly passed behind Dumag, Bruga, and Brokil, I felt something hard and something soft press into my palm and I felt a surge of relief. “The unfortunate aspect is, beacons are expensive and we were fortunate to have pair handy.” I took the opportunity to close my fingers around the objects. I then brought my paces back in front of the group and walked towards Oghash again. “If only we had planned ahead and brought multiple beacons for just such an occasion. ” I finally let out a sigh as I returned to my original position and brought both hands up to my mouth, staring intently at Oghash. Her expression never faltered as she watched my distraction of a show. I then drew my hands out slightly and opened them, examining what I'd been given in secret; an obelisk and a small coin pouch, similar to what Dumag had used to store the crystals. I turned to look at the others with a serious expression. “What do you think guys? Should we be able to do it?”

Dumag nodded insistently as he reached into his pouch and pulled out the mentioned bag of crystals, the gems making a noticeable clatter within. “If you use everything at your disposal, the day should be won.” He then seemed to make a point a squeezing the bag, forcing it to fit into the palm of his hand. “The fuck? Don't tell me magic bags are possible.” I turned back to my hand as I looked at the empty pouch currently there. “Only one way to find out.”

I looked up at Oghash and her group as I grinned. “I guess there's only one other thing to tell you then.” I then gripped the obelisk with one hand and turned to reveal it. “Us humans don't get nauseous when we teleport.” I had a brief instant to enjoy Oghash's surprised expression before shouting the incantation for Teleport and disappearing from the Archive tunnel and reappearing in an empty bedroom.

I quickly scanned the room for an exit and dashed out the door, running back into the floor of the cavern near where I'd dropped into the pit. I turned as I quickly retraced our steps and ran towards the fallen tower leading to the staircase that would take me up. I placed the hand holding the obelisk firmly on my head, holding the crown in place, as I looked at the coin pouch. “How would one enchant a pouch? Why would Dumag give me this? How will this help me?” I started panting as my muscles groaned from the new exertion and I began climbing the fallen tower, kicking rocks down the side as I did. I was now slowed enough to not need my hand on my head and I shoved the Beacon into the pouch. I blinked in surprise as it disappeared and I could still crumple the bag up as if it were empty. I opened it up slightly as I slowed down at the top of the tower and saw an impossibly large space within the bag, about as big as my torso. Even the opening of the bag itself seemed to be able to stretch farther than it should be able to. If I wanted to, I could probably slip my entire head in with little to no problem. “Oh, I get it.” I quickly pulled the crown off my head and shoved it into the bag, the weight of it practically vanishing as it entered the soft leather. I breathed a sigh of relief as I pulled the bag closed and began running again, sliding down the opposite side of the tower. I paused for a second at the bottom of the tower to slip the bag into the pocket of my jeans then burst back into a run, free of anything and everything that could slow me down or distract me from running. “Alright. Now to the surface.”

I continued to run as I found the staircase and started my ascent, sprinting up the steps as I tried to find the right way out of there. I continued to move as I dashed through passageway after passageway and visualized a path that would lead me out of here. “Left right left left right left right.” I continued to climb as I panted, my legs straining under the exertion. My panting and footsteps echoed impossibly loud in the confined space as I continued to run. “Always assume they're right behind you. Don't look back. Don't stop for anything.” I skidded to a halt as I reached the top and came to a dead end. The only other exit from the tunnel was a doorway to my left. “That's not good.” I turned and sprinted back down the staircase as I tried to visualize my route again, but the place was a haphazard maze. It seemed like every time they wanted to build a new home, they just chose a spot and made another tunnel, avoiding other tunnels already in place. “Shit. Shit. Shit. Where's the exit?” I turned and ran back down the steps and thought through my path again. “Maybe this way.” I ran up a different staircase as my legs started to protest. I came upon another dead end and let out a curse. “FUCK!”

I dashed back down as I tried to estimate where I was. The maze-like layout of the city was doing me no favors in finding the exit. I re-emerged into the room that branched off into several staircases. I let out a growl as I paced angrily. “There are probably hundreds of chambers like this. I could lose hours trying to find the exit. By the time I get out of here, they might have already registered the find for themselves. I need a way to narrow down the possibilities, even a little bit. I just need to thi-” I stopped pacing as my hair suddenly stood on end. I paused as an idea came to mind. I backed up a step and reentered the draft that had sent a chill through my arm. “Bingo.” I turned and started running again, going against the draft as it pushed its way down the stairs. I emerged into another ante-chamber and slowed down a bit. “Find the draft, find the way out.” I raised my hand a bit and found the breeze again. I burst into another run and followed the wind as it led me towards the exit.

I stopped on a set of stairs as I suddenly heard a pop, a groan, and then running feet from somewhere above me. “Shit! No. No. No. No.” I started running again as I followed the sound of retreating footsteps. I burst through two more chambers before finally emerging into the balcony that overlooked the city. I turned and ran down the tunnel, continuing to follow the footsteps as they too retreated from the city. I suddenly heard a commotion from further ahead. “Sarding Watch Where You Run!” I quickly found who had shouted as I suddenly saw myself running towards a group of orcs entering the city. Their eyes grew wide as I approached and showed no signs of slowing down. They tried to press themselves against the wall again to let me pass, but I had a better idea. I quickly ran through the gestures for Teleport and materialized behind their group with a loud pop, eliciting a nauseous grumble from my stomach and causing me to stumble slightly before regaining my composure. I continued running as the group threw an obscenity in my direction and I chased the pounding footsteps. The tunnel around me briefly faded as the light slowly changed from a soft yellow to a much harsher white. I finally burst from the stone doorway and squinted around in the now near blinding light, causing me to slow to a stop. My eyes slowly adjusted as I tried to get a sense of direction. “South. South. Which way is South? Where's the mage? Is she waiting for me out here?” I turned as my eyes finally adjusted and saw a figure running off in the distance, a yellow skin draped over their shoulder. “Son of a Bitch.” I burst back into a run as I internally berated myself. “Fucking Statue Thing. Of Course They Take Another Artifact. Why Wouldn't You Want A Shawl Than Can Survive Being On A Rotting Corpse For A Thousand Years? Now I Fucking Need To Beat Her Before She Gets The Shawl Back To Snakhagr. Run God Damn It! You Can't Let Oghash Get Her Fucking Way!”

I suddenly came up with an idea as my mind thought back to the group I'd passed in the tunnel. “This is either going to be very painful or absolutely genius.” I quickly went through the gestures of Teleport and rematerialized a few yards ahead of me. I stumbled slightly as I dropped down a few inches but kept running as my stomach let out a growl of protest. “Little bit of both it is.” I focused on the mage running ahead of me as I prepared another Teleport. This time, I appeared just behind the running mage and caused her to turn to me in surprise. I saw the hand not holding the shawl on her shoulders move to cast a spell. Against my stomach's better wishes, I Teleported again and vanished just in time to avoid a bolt of lightning shooting in my direction, reappearing in front of her this time and still running in the direction of Snakhagr. I gave the mage only a second to register the event before I Teleported again and widened our gap. I felt an intense wave of nausea from the combination of Teleporting and running, my heightened senses from the adrenaline for once being a detriment to my goal. “Just Fucking Run. Don't Look Back. Don't Stop. Just Run!” I stumbled again as I Teleported another thirty feet or so and my stomach let out another big wave of nausea. “I Swear To God, Salthu, You Better Find A Way Into The Archive Cause I'm Not About To Run All The Way To Snakhagr For A Crown And Bragging Rights.”



Amelia



Oghash's expression immediately turned to anger as Dexter disappeared from the tunnel, taking the crown and obelisk with him. She turned to one of the mages guarding me and Gremach and started bellowing. “Go After Him! Register The Discovery Before He Does.”

Surprisingly, she protested as Oghash threw the Beacon towards her. “Wait, why me? I want to see what's in there just as much as you do. Besides, I cannot just take it from him. If he makes it back and speaks in front of the Candor Bars while I am registering the find, they will nullify our discovery and give it to him.”

Oghash jabbed her finger poignantly at the tunnel behind the Archive and shouted again, causing the mage to take a step back as Oghash shoved something into her hand. “Then Find Something Else! I Don't Care What It Is, Just Find Something That'll Prove We Were Here!” The mage nodded timidly before running past Brokil, Bruga, and Dumag and into the tunnel they'd just left. Oghash turned to glare at them again as her numbers were reduced. I slowly got to my feet as I signaled Gremach to do the same. I put on a face of confidence and finally stood straight again as I suddenly clapped my hands together and drew everyone's attention. “Now then. Since the playing field has been leveled a bit, I think I'm going to join my group again. Not that captivity hasn't been fun, but I think I prefer exploring ruins with people that aren't threatening to kill me.” Before anyone could protest, I turned and started walking towards Brokil and the others as I dragged Gremach behind me. I motioned for Salthu to follow me as I continued. “You can come away from that now. I doubt your falsetto explorations were going to fool her much longer anyway.” Salthu nodded as he stood and joined us on the other side of the tunnel, leaving Oghash to glare at him as he left. I kept a face of confidence as I stared at her carefully.

I turned to the others as I covered my mouth and dropped my voice to a whisper. “How bad is it? What did you encounter? No way was Dexter actually that energized. He was being too much of a showboat even for him.”

Dumag rubbed his face and covered his mouth as he quietly replied. “It is not favorable. Bruga, Dexter, and I drained our energy reserves defeating a living statue. Even the manastones he brought no longer hold mana. I believe Brokil is the only one still with a modicum of mana. In truth, I would be surprised if Dexter could make such a journey before she catches him. Unfortunately, we were also not successful in finding the necessary keys for the Archive. Dexter may be the only way we will be able to prove we discovered it first.” I nodded as I glanced back at Oghash and the others. The now three mages that had been guarding us joined her near the center of the tunnel, staring daggers in our direction. The only ones that didn't look ready for a fight were the two that had been standing with her earlier. “Total fighting power for both sides; four definite and two maybe versus four definite with one slight drain and two full drains. In terms of raw power, the advantage is definitely to them. They have several spells I probably know nothing about. Plus, Oghash seems pretty confident in her level of skill over Salthu. Speaking of which.”

I turned to Salthu as I dropped my voice again. “Why does she keep calling you a wizard? I thought you were a mage.”

Salthu looked a little timid as he quietly replied. “Strictly speaking, I am a wizard. Though I technically have enough skill to be considered a mage. Based on how someone views me, they will call me one or the other. It is rather irksome when I wish for others to seriously consider my skills and knowledge. As you saw, I am only needed when it is convenient for them.”

I nodded as I glanced towards Oghash again. She and the other three were having a quiet conversation amongst each other. Meanwhile, the two that were originally with her were having their own quiet discussion. I turned back to the others as I eyed the tunnel behind them. “I don't expect Dexter to actually try to run to Snakhagr. He probably just said that to trick them into dividing themselves. If what you said is true, he'll likely make it halfway before running out of steam. Besides, I'm sure you guys didn't leave any artifacts behind. If you got a crown, you probably picked up everything that was near it.”

Dumag nodded as he reached over and tapped his satchel. “Only the crown and two other artifacts remained. All else was destroyed when the city was abandoned.”

I grinned slightly as I heard the news, but my face quickly fell as we heard a shout coming from further down the tunnel. “I Found Something! I Have An Artifact!”

Oghash bellowed back as the sound of pounding feet echoed around the walls. “Then Go After Him! Do Not Waste Your Time Here!” I peered over Brokil's shoulder as we all turned to look at the commotion. The orc that had gone in had returned with a large pale-yellow cloth draped over her shoulder. I had half a second to take in the sight before she nodded and disappeared with a loud Pop. “God damn it.” I rubbed my face as I let out an aggravated sigh. “That's unfortunate and it's not confidence-inducing.”

I turned to Dumag as I reassessed our situation. His face was contorted in frustration, but it was otherwise focused. “What did you end up finding back there? Do we at least have something of value? Cause right now, our claim on the Archive is up in the air. The artifacts you found might be the only thing we get out of this.” Dumag nodded as he reached into his satchel and pulled out two gauntlets, one right-handed the other left-handed.

Salthu let out an amazed breath as he gently took one of them and examined it. “Two Divi- . . . a Divine Gauntlet.”

I reached out and took the other gauntlet as I examined it. “Divine? What makes them divine?” The metal let out a clinking sound as I flexed the fingers. There were seven gems colored on the back of the palm; a ruby, a sapphire, an emerald, an amethyst, a topaz, a piece of quartz, and an onyx. I turned the gauntlet over and ran my finger along with a familiar Mars emblem. “Intriguing.”

I turned to Salthu as he whispered enthusiastically. “They are said to be made by Kremthu, the god of battle and metal himself. Very rarely does he bestow his works, but each one that is given is said to be a marvel in and of themselves. Rumor has it that each divine weapon contains a piece of his power, pledged to serve any that it deems worthy.” I nodded as I leaned over and glanced at the gauntlet Salthu was currently holding, a near copy of the first gauntlet except for the slimmer design and different emblem. “Now that has got to be something significant.” I glanced back at Oghash again. She and the other three were now eyeing us cautiously as if preparing for anything we might do. The other two were still speaking quietly to each other and seemed to be getting a little heated in their discussion. I turned to look back at the gauntlets but stopped as I noticed the Archive door, more specifically the two holes on either side of the door. The one on the right seemed a tad larger than the other one, still about elbow height, but definitely larger.

I quickly turned back to the group as I asked the now obvious question. “Where did you find these? Was anything noticeable nearby?”

Bruga nodded as she gestured behind her. “The first we found on the body of a dead chief. The second we found bound in a tree next to a second body, the one that the enchanted shawl had come from. Removing the gauntlet from the wood was easy, what came after was . . . less so.”

I tilted my head towards the door as I kept the hushed tone. An idea was forming in my head. One that was either genius or completely stupid. “What if you did find the keys? They're just not the kind of keys you'd expect.”

Salthu's eyes grew wide as he looked towards the Archive and seemed to understand what I was getting at. “You do not think . .”

I nodded as I raised a finger to my lips and quietly hushed him. “In my world, there's a way to create a lock that requires a specific item to open. I'm guessing with the right magic, you could do the same thing.” Everyone's eyes grew wide at the idea.

Brokil quickly ran his hand over one of the gauntlets as he muttered to himself. “She is onto something. The gauntlets possess several enchantments. Perhaps one of them could allow us entry.”

I leaned in slightly as I whispered again. “What about the other enchantments? What do they do?”

Brokil shook his head as he waved his hand over them again. “They are too intertwined. I cannot discern their purpose. They could enhance spellcasting or merely hold mana. For all I know, some of these gems are spellstones as well.”

I gestured dismissively as I looked towards Oghash again. They seemed intrigued at our sudden energy. “We won't try to cast spells with them yet, just open the door.” I pointed at Dumag and Bruga as I continued. “You two put them on. If they can help cast spells, you might be able to fight for a bit should that ever become necessary.” Dumag nodded as he took the thicker gauntlet and pulled it on. He then presented the other gauntlet to Bruga who looked at it hesitantly before pulling it on herself. I nodded as I addressed Dumag again. “This is going to take some more trickery. I need you to look as intimidating as possible.” Dumag didn't change his expression. “That's perfect. Now just follow my lead.” I then gestured for the group to follow as I spoke in a normal voice. “It's worth a shot. Let's try it.”

I turned and led them towards the Archive door, drawing a bewildered gaze from Oghash and her posse. “What on Kur do you think you are doing?”

I pointed towards the door as I replied. “We're going to open the Archive. Since we've both got runners heading to register the find, we might as well take a look at what's inside.”

Oghash scowled as she stared at us. “What makes you think we will not take the artifacts once the door is open? Surely you must know the risk of opening it in our presence.”

I frowned and gestured towards Dumag as I retorted. “You're welcome to try.” I heard the clicks of a flexing gauntlet and Oghash seemed to hesitate. I nodded as I turned back to the door as I gestured. “I thought so. Dumag, take the one on the right. Bruga, you take the one on the left.” They nodded as they moved into place and stuck their hand out, preparing to slide their arms into the hole. After a second, they pushed the gauntlets in and a loud click echoed around the tunnel. I grinned as I waited for the door to open, but it just remained stagnant in the wall. I let out a sigh as I looked at Dumag and Bruga. “Maybe if you twist?” I suggested. They nodded and twisted their arm, causing another loud click to echo off the walls. Still, the door didn't budge.

I heard a low chuckle from behind and turned to see Oghash laughing at us. “I honestly do not know what you expected. They would not make the lock so simple. Salthu must know this. This is their prized vault. Even if they did manage to enchant gauntlets to act as keys, that would not be the only protection they placed on the Archive.”

I let out an exasperated sigh as I turned to face Oghash directly. “You know, you could help. Anything we do here won't affect who gets to the Institute first. Neither of us has control over who gets to claim the find. So, you might as well help us open the Archive so that we can share the loot. I doubt we'd be able to carry out all the Artifacts and books in there. Besides, it would be unwise to aggravate the only ones that can get you out of here.” Oghash let out a smirk as she reached into her shawl. The smirk quickly faded as she suddenly started desperately tapping all along her person and then glanced to where the other mage had vanished.

Her face then shifted to one of anger as she realized who had all the leverage. “Very well then.” She conceited begrudgingly. “I shall offer my thoughts if it means a chance at the artifacts within. If those gauntlets are not sufficient to pass into the Archive, then perhaps there is a verbal key, a word or phrase one must speak to gain access. If an item is capable of acting as a key, then perhaps words can as well.” I nodded as I rubbed my head and thought through all the possible password combinations. “They wouldn't use the crazy stuff. It would probably be something simple and easy to remember. Though there are still potentially thousands of possible combinations, assuming they chose a thing and not a name, we could be here for hours guessing them all. If they chose something we don't know about, we might never get it open.” I turned back to Dumag and Bruga as I let out another sigh. “Optimism. If Dexter believes it's possible to run to Snakhagr, I can believe in us finding the right word.”

I pointed towards Salthu as I readopted my optimistic expression. “Salthu, if you were the designing this, what passphrase would you use?”

Salthu scratched his head as he gave it some thought. “There are innumerable words that could be used. Even more that could potentially be out of my realm of thought. It could take days for us to go through all of them. The city name would be too obvious, as would the name of the mountain. What’s more, the phrase may be a name or title that we are not privy too and would thusly disallow our-”

Dumag let out an angered growl as he turned to Salthu, keeping his gauntlet in the recess as he did. “Then pick a word And Start From There. I do not care how unusual or foreign the word is; wheat, Chemisit, forge, sarding choose Kremthu for all I ca-” Dumag stopped as the stretch of brass above him suddenly hummed and was aglow with yellow light, causing the metal to morph and recede into the wall and reveal an engraving. The sound of bending metal accompanied the shift as the figure of an orc in full battle armor and carrying a large Warhammer was slowly revealed to us. We stared in amazement as the glow from the wall finally died and the tunnel returned to its quiet state once more. “Kremthu.” Dumag gasped. I covered my mouth in amazement as I took in the sight of the statue. The face of the figure was brutish yet handsome, displaying a strength that was covered by the garments worn over the rest of its body. The armor and helmet were a strange mix of Viking and Samurai. The material they showed appeared to be leather and chainmail, layered on top of each other in a way similar to the Japanese samurai of old. “Definitely a god of battle. It's awe-inspiring just to stand here and see the statue. Imagine if he were real. . . I'm going to jinx myself a lot with that word from now on.” I turned towards the door again, expecting it to open up at last, but still, it remained close.

Oghash spoke up again after letting out a low whistle. “I am impressed. I thought it would take much longer to gain even a small insight into what the correct word is. Though it would seem two words are required to open the Archive.” She glanced towards Bruga as I finally noticed the metal above her side was still bare.

I turned to her, a little aggravated, as I tried to rationalize the closed door. “Maybe both parties have to say it.” I turned to Bruga. “Bruga, Do it.” Bruga nodded and repeated the name of the god. The wall above her remained flat and inert. I internalized a string of curses as I ran through the possibilities. “Either it's something related to Kremthu, or something entirely different. Maybe the gauntlets hold a clue. They're virtually identical except for . . .” I turned to Salthu as I solidified the question. “Is there another god, one related to Kremthu in some way? Specifically, a female one.”

Salthu scrunched up his face as he seemed to consider. “Maybe? I do not recall legends of a goddess related to Kremthu. I know of other goddesses, but they are from elven tomes. They would not be connected to Kremthu.” I let out another sigh as I looked at the others. They each shook their head as they answered my silent question.

I suddenly heard another laugh from behind and I turned to see Oghash again, chuckling. “I expected better of you, Salthu. With all the tomes you have read, surely you know of the goddess of harvest and fertility.”

I kept up my calm expression as I bit back a venomous retort. “It would be in your best interest to help us, considering we're the only ones with a means of escape,” I repeated firmly, glaring at her with as much menace as I could muster.

I saw a twinge of annoyance flash across her face before she composed herself and let out a slow sigh. She seemed to consider something for a second before finally speaking again. “I know of the goddess that could potentially fit your description, but you should not expect me to merely give you the name. I expect fair compensation for assisting you.”

I let out a sigh of annoyance before addressing her. “What kind of compensation?” I asked calmly.

Oghash smirked again as she pointed towards Bruga. “I noticed you possess two gauntlets. Perhaps fair compensation for opening the Archive is one of the means of access. A key for a key as it were.”

I stared at her, dumbfounded. “They're hardly the same.” I retorted. “You can't replicate the gauntlet easily, if at all. The word itself is very easily replicated and we could probably leave to find out about this goddess before coming back and opening the Archive without you.”

Oghash grinned slightly as she nodded. “Fair point, but regardless of what happens today, the Archive will be known amongst the Institute. If they heard it was found but not yet opened, you can be assured that there will be many a group that venture here to attempt to open it. After today, the Archive will be teaming with groups just waiting to open it and the artifacts within will be distributed based on who gets them first. Face it, the only way either of us can hope to gain access to the items within is if I receive the gauntlet as compensation.” I closed my eyes as I internalized another string of curses. “We could try guessing or see if Salthu can recall someone like that. She's right though. After today, the place will constantly have a group trying to open the door. At that point, any hope of us getting the artifacts inside will be nothing. We need that password now or not at all.”

I stood there for a minute as I weighed the two options for a minute. I felt everyone's eyes on me as I was somehow left to make the decision. I knew how easily some locks could be tripped if you knew the right techniques. The hours of study Salthu had spent could have been mere minutes for someone that had enough skill. Once word got out just about everyone in the Institute would make the journey up here. Two hundred mages and wizards, each one more likely able to have that skill set, meant that we'd have to come back soon. Knowing people like her, she'd be posted close by for weeks, just waiting for someone to open it for her. Either way, she would be getting what was in the Archive and we might not. Finally, I turned to Bruga as I let out another sigh. “Let her have it.” I sighed defeatedly. Bruga froze as Oghash grinned and made her way over to the embedded gauntlet. I gestured insistently as Oghash stopped expectantly beside her. Bruga glanced at Dumag and he gave a nod before she finally relented and removed her hand from the gauntlet, stepping away.

Oghash grinned as she stepped forward, slipped her hand into the vacant slot, and looked up. “Ugor.” She said loudly. The brass above her glowed a familiar yellow and the metal started receding to reveal a new figure, a female orc holding a bundle of wheat aloft and a swaddle of cloth in the other. She was positioned and dressed similarly to the statue of liberty, a long greek-esque robe covering her from shoulder to toes in metallic cloth. Her face held an unnatural air of beauty that extracted a similar feeling of awe as her warlike counterpart. The swaddle of cloth was cradled close to her large breasts, drawn close as if to protect it. I had a few seconds to admire the newly revealed figure before the door let out a loud CLANK and the circular engravings began to spin. Clockwise and counterclockwise, the engravings began to glow as whatever magic was being used to seal the doors were loosened and the circles continued moving. Metal slid against metal and along each other as the runic carvings bathed the corridor in light. I felt my heart surge with excitement as the door let out a few more clicking noises and each of the nested circles suddenly started slamming to a halt, gradually forming a split down the middle as the inner circles began stopping as well.

I hear a stifled cry of joy as Salthu hopped from one foot to another. “Here it comes,” Salthu said enthusiastically. I grinned and nodded as the innermost circle finally slammed into position and the large ‘X’ dominating the center glowed. The central circle finally split with a resounding CRACK and the wall slowly started to bend outward. Our excitement suddenly turned to confusion and then to fear as water started leaking out of the split in the middle. It started slowly at first, dripping out from the center, but as the door opened more and more the water started coming out in a torrent, soaking the floor and splattering the wall on the far side.

A sense of panic suddenly rose as I thought about the enormous pressure that might be behind the door. “Get To Cover!” I shouted. Our groups dashed towards where the gauntlets were embedded and gripped their respective wielders as the Archive doors suddenly burst open and a massive wave of water poured from the entrance. I watched as the water flooded the tunnel and washed damp scrolls past us. The flood lasted what felt like forever, but was probably just a minute or two. By the time the water had finally died, the floor was almost covered in blank and wet scrolls that had probably once held information. I crouched there in shock as I processed what had happened.

I saw Brokil scramble forward, stunned, and pick up one of the destroyed parchments, examining it in disbelief. He then moved and circled the door to look into the Archive proper. A weak “No.” was all that I heard crouched near Dumag. Finally, I snapped out of my shock and stood to follow him, the others doing the same as Dumag twisted the gauntlet and pulled it from the recess in the wall. We rounded the door and saw Oghash and her group do the same for the other door. I let out a gasp as I turned and saw the inside of the Archive.

The room was as deep as it was tall, making a perfect cube of a vault and dripping wet. The sounds of water were present throughout and fell on everything within. The room also seemed halfway looted. Boxes of items were pulled out and their contents scattered about the room. Staves were lying haphazardly about, whether from the water or actual handling I couldn't tell. There were diamond-shaped recesses all along the wall that I can only assume used to hold scrolls, scrolls that were now blank and spilled about the tunnel behind us. However, that wasn't the most notable feature. In the middle of the room stood a gnarled and warped tree, its branches reaching up as it to pry the very ceiling open. It partially succeeded as that seemed to be where the water was coming from, dripping down in an almost steady stream. I felt like puking as I saw what was beneath the branches. Collapsed around the tree were shriveled husks of bodies, bone-thin, made of wood, and recognizably humanoid. I covered my mouth as someone let out a scream and Brokil fell to his knees. “What on earth happened here?” 
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I stood there, in shock, as I took in the sight of the Archive. The shriveled husks lay against the tree in a contorted and clutching fashion. The tree itself was some pale white wood that seemed to form a large knot at the base before sprouting into several branches and reaching up to tear at the metal above. The floor around the tree appeared to be cracked as if the arbor organism had swelled before tearing at the roof. Several flat sunstones appeared to be embedded in the roof of the archive, bathing the room in a sickly yellow light. The blank rolls of parchment covered the ground and a few stuck to the surface within the room, some sliding down or falling off the metal surfaces with a loud plop. Brokil let out a pained gasp as he knelt there, taking in the sight. “It is lost. The knowledge is lost.” He gasped.

I turned to him, confused. “That's What You're Concerned About?” I asked sharply. “What About The Bodies? What On Earth Happened To Them?”

Dumag let out a small scoff as he stepped into the room and approached one of the husks. “I would not concern myself with them. Now that I see these, I can determine what happened here.” He grabbed one of the husks by the leg and lifted it, causing it to peel away in that same clutching position it had been in for who knows how long. “The city was attacked, by Dryads it would seem. They wished to rid the mountain of orcish presence and in doing so trapped themselves in the Archive. However, this did not kill them.” He used the husk to point towards the ceiling. “The only way to kill a Dryad is to destroy their tree. Since there is a crack in the roof, the Archive is likely enchanted in such a way as to prevent these forest spirits from drawing from their tree. These dryads were trapped within and had to force their way through the enchantment and escape, leaving behind their plunder of the Archive. It would seem we are beneath the lake we drank from last night.”

I stared apprehensively at the husk as Dumag waved it around nonchalantly. “So those aren't bodies? Just . . . what would you even call those?”

Dumag looked at the husk he was holding and then at the dozen or so other husks around the room. “If I were to give these a name, it would be ‘empty forms'. It is not elegant, but it is the most accurate description I can create.” I was hesitant about the idea, but I rationalized it as I stared at these ‘forms'. There were fewer features than I'd originally thought. They didn't look anything like Mabel and they certainly didn't look like they could move. Their face was a basic plate with only the slightest protrusion for a nose and depressions for the eyes. The hands also lacked some details and their torso, through very convincing for a body, was also unmoving and giving the ‘forms' a statue-esque look. Dumag was able to wave the husk around so easily yet it could not budge from its ancient position.

I took a deep breath as I forced myself to calm and look at the ceiling as more water dripped down from above. “So, they, what, pried the roof open?”

Dumag nodded as he looked at the tree then gazed up. “It would seem so.” The top of the room was made of the same metal as the rest of the room, but it had the structural weakness of being made of multiple pieces, four of which met in the center and was where the tree had pried them down to let the water in. “Or them out.” I reminded myself. Dumag looked around the room. “In any case, it would seem the knowledge that was stored here is lost. I side with Brokil on mourning the tragedy of the knowledge that was once here. At worst these invaders were delayed and forced to give up their forms. At best they were prevented from robbing the Archive of the artifacts we now seek. I have no sympathy for those that would force an orc from their home, even if they do not pledge allegiance to Gashur's.” I nodded slowly as I rubbed my head and stared at the room. There were boxes of items and dozens of miscellaneous staves resting on a long table running along the walls of the Archive. The boxes were the simple crate you'd expect in one of those old shipping places, just big enough to carry, except stylized with brass instead of the iron you'd normally see. Some of the boxes were open and filled with water. The staves were topped with a wide variety of gemstones. More boxes and staves were beneath the long table and sat untouched. I turned towards Oghash as I let out another sigh. She seemed to be glaring subtly towards the mage that had screamed, one of the two that had originally been with her who now had her hand clamped over her mouth as she stood there timidly.

I cleared my throat a bit and drew her full attention. “You got what you wanted, a gauntlet that does god knows what else besides open this door. Now we both have access to the Archive. Though it seems all the texts in here were destroyed in a flood. So, that leaves the magical artifacts to take. I trust we can agree on how to divide up those artifacts?”

Oghash looked down at the gauntlet covering her hand, turning it over to examine its design. She then looked at the massive room within and finally nodded. “I believe an arrangement can be made.” She agreed. I nodded as I turned and approached Brokil, the others walking past to enter the Archive and beginning their search.

I knelt beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder as he continued to sit there. “Are you doing okay?”

Brokil reached down and peeled one of the damp pieces of parchment away from the floor. It kept its shape for a minute before a piece tore away and fell back to the ground with a loud splat. He let out a defeated sigh as he let the rest fall with it. “It is gone, everything they knew. Everything they discovered. All of it is gone.”

I nodded as I looked up and towards the others. They were pulling out boxes and opening them or examining waterlogged items. “Look on the bright side, we have the physical artifacts. We can probably study them to reconstruct the enchantments.”

Brokil nodded slowly as he looked up at the Archive. “Still, there may be hundreds of spells we will no longer have the chance to study. Rituals and incantations that could not possibly function without an artifact. Now we may never know of them.”

I nodded as I followed his gaze and considered the possibilities. “With what I heard about in basic magic, there could be a lot of rituals that were lost. Though I'm guessing the Institute already has a number of them. Is there one, in particular, you were hoping to find in there?”

Brokil sat there quietly as he seemed to debate telling me. Finally, he let out a breath and lowered his voice as he turned to me. “It may seem rather foolish, but I had heard a rumor of a spell that could allow one to momentarily speak to those that they had lost. I figured if any place would have the spell, it could be the Archive. Now I may never know if the spell even existed.”

My face fell as a somber feeling radiated through my body. “Is . . . is there someone, in particular, you wanted to use it for?”

Brokil was silent for another moment before answering. “I had hoped to speak to my old master one last time if only to say goodbye. What had happened long ago was so sudden. One moment he was here the next he was gone. I thought I had a chance, but now . .” He lifted his hands slightly before putting them back down in defeat. “I have lost it.”

I stifled my emotions as I nodded along to his aspirations. “I can understand what that's like. There're always people we wish we could talk to again. Sometimes it's what drives us to do better in life. Still, there are probably more opportunities than this. Despite this setback, I'm sure you'll eventually find a spell that can do what you want. In the meantime, I think the Archive still has some artifacts of its own to study.”

Brokil nodded as he let out a sigh and rubbed the side of his face a bit. He then stood and nodded as he stared into the Archive. “You have a point. Come, let us explore what the Archive has to offer.” I nodded and followed him as Brokil stepped forward and joined the others inside.

The Archive was meant to be a storage place of magical inventions for a lost city. So I expected some unique items other than the spellstones. Unfortunately, it would seem many of their inventions were the same as those the Institute already had, save for a few that seemed specifically designed for the city. There were lanterns with miniature sunstones, blankets that seemed to absorb the light around them, and some staves that Brokil says were enchanted to allow the user to morph the stone around them. With each unique item that was identified, Dumag would grab a few and stuff them into one of his pouches, the staff disappearing completely as he slid it in. I made a note to ask him about it once we were on our way back. It wasn't until the last half dozen boxes were left that we finally found the one holding what we were looking for. I was rummaging through a box of necklaces shaped like eyes when the sound of blasting water came from behind me. I quickly turned to identify the noise and one of Oghash's mages, holding a palm-sized stone as it spat water into the air. Another of Oghash's mages stood beside her, not having left her side since they'd first come in through the beacon. The water quickly died as the first mage looked a bit panicked holding it and Oghash let out a bark of approval. “Excellent work, Yotul. Come, toss a few over so that we may learn of the limits of these stones.” ‘Yotul' paused for a moment then nodded as she reached into the box in front of her and pulled out a few stones. She then turned and tossed one to each of Oghash's group while her friend reached in and grabbed her own spellstone.

Dumag left his box of things to walk over and examine the stones for himself as Oghash and her friends grinned down at the ones they were holding. Suddenly, their stones shot out a range of fire, lightning, and stone, the fire specifically coming very close to Oghash as she held her stone. This caused her to quickly direct it away and swat at a spot on her head. “Holy crap,” I exclaimed under my breath.

Oghash shouted in rage as she tamped the non-existent fire on her head. “Sarding Fext It, Yotul! Warn Us Next Time You Give Me A Dangerous Stone!”

Yotul looked towards the box in a panic as Dumag finally arrived. “I-I d-didn't know the stone w-were different.” She stammered sheepishly. She continued to stammer a defense as Dumag reached into the box and pulled out a stone of his own. He turned it over in his hand then glanced into the box.

Dumag then turned to Yotul as she continued to stammer. “Calm yourself. You are not at fault in this regard. The contents are nothing but a pile of gemstones. It would seem they had no regard for sorting their creations, but that does not mean we cannot use these. It only means we must take caution in handling them.”

Oghash's angered expression seemed to die slightly as she glanced at the stone in her hand. “Sarding fext it. I would have preferred to know of the unlabeled nature of the stones before being given such a dangerous variant.”

Dumag nodded as he pulled out more stones one by one and set them on the table, filling the room with a repeating clack sound. “Being over-eager creates a tendency for dangerous situations. Be glad that you had enough sense to direct the stone away from your face.”

Oghash's irritated expression returned as she watched Dumag divide the box into two piles, one on each side of the box. “Do not act so high and mighty. You would have blundered in the same manner as any of us would have.”

Dumag let out a low growl as he finished sorting through the box and turned towards Oghash. “I assure you, Madam, when I handle range capable items, I would not be inclined to direct them anywhere near myself. It is foolish to aim a bow at oneself.”

Oghash opened her mouth to retort, but I quickly intervened by loudly barking at both of them. “Don't Go And Start Anything. It doesn't matter what anyone would or could have done, we still have the stones anyway. Arguing is just going to get everyone mad and start a fight neither of us needs right now.” Oghash glared at Dumag as he stared back.

After a minute of silence, Dumag finally let out a sigh and pushed one of the piles further away from the box. “In any case, since these stones are the goal of both our expeditions, I have divided them into two piles. Unfortunately, there are no markings that distinguish type. As such, I have divided them by number alone. In the grand scheme of things, we are equally likely to possess the same number of the various possibilities of spellstone. I trust we can agree to walk away with our respective lots?”

Oghash was silent for a minute as she scowled in Dumag's direction then finally nodded as she walked towards the box. “I believe that arrangement may be adequate.” She then ignored Dumag and slid the pile further away from the box, causing Yotul and her friend to follow. Dumag nodded and gestured for us to join him as Oghash and her group gathered around the pile she had pulled aside. I walked over as Dumag reached into his satchel and pulled out another empty pouch.

I bent to look curiously at his satchel as he began placing the spellstones in the new pouch. “How many of those do you have?” I asked quietly.

Dumag placed about a dozen stones in the pouch before handing the bag to Brokil and answering. “When I heard that Bruga was planning for a journey to the Archive, I made several pouches. The archive was undoubtedly filled with many sizable artifacts that would be difficult to carry back in one trip. As such, bringing more space was the obvious solution.” I nodded as Dumag pulled out another pouch and began filling it while pointing towards the one Brokil was holding. “Do you believe that will be adequate to begin rebuilding their method of enchantment? Or will you require more stones?”

Brokil weighed the bag in his hand slightly as he seemed to think. “I may require more,” He finally said. “but with Gremach's assistance, I may be able to determine the method. I may end up destroying a few stones in the process of experimentation, but it would seem we have plenty to work with.”

Dumag nodded as he closed his magic pouch up, still leaving several dozen stones on the table. “Excellent. I advise the rest of you to take stones of your own. You may wish to experiment with them in your own time, at least to grow used to working with stones that make spells all their own. Whatever is left we can give to the Repository.” I nodded again as everyone stepped forward and took their stones from the pile. Brokil also took about six more stones, adding them to the bag he'd been given as Gremach and Salthu took some of their own. Bruga was a little hesitant at first but grabbed a dozen stones from the pile once gently prompted to by Dumag. I was the last one to take from the pile, grabbing all but half a dozen murky rocks. I took just enough to give me and Dexter about nine stones each, slipping them into my bag as Dumag pulled out one more pouch and poured the last of the stones into it. “Excellent. Now that we have what we came for, we can turn our attention to the rest of the Archive's mysteries. For the sake of Salthu's honor, let us hope Dexter was successful in his goal to make it to the Repository in time.” I nodded as we left the empty box and split up to sort through more crates of artifacts. I juggled the potential outcomes of Dexter's idea as I pulled out another bundle of staves and began examining them. Brokil joined me and waved his hand over the bundle as one final thought drifted through my mind. “It's out of our hands. We won't know what happened until we return. I just hope he doesn't push himself too hard.”



Dexter



My legs have never hurt so badly in my entire life. I ran for what felt like an eternity, using teleport as often as I could to move forward a few dozen yards and regretting it more and more with each jump. Somewhere along the way, the heat from my body fogged up my glasses and I had to shove them in with the crown. I wanted to slow down, to take a break from running. However, I couldn't stop, not with the mage I was currently racing. Every time I thought I'd put enough distance between me and her to slow down, she'd appear in front of me, panting and holding her stomach. I cursed myself every time I saw her and sprinted past, for not learning long-range teleport, for not building up more endurance, for even challenging myself to this race in the first place. My lungs ached and sweat poured from my face as my feet pounded along the ground.

As I got closer to the city my annoyance at the mage gradually turned to aggravation then to rage. I wanted so badly to do something to her, anything to express my annoyance at her determination but stopped as I reasoned how a fight between the two of us would go. “She's leagues above you in terms of magic. She could rip you to shreds before you even throw up a barrier. The only advantage you have is endurance. Use It.” I let out a roar of anger as I ran past her again. This time she was wearing the yellow shawl she'd looted. I gritted my teeth as I cast three more teleports in quick succession. My stomach protested loudly to the strain and I stumbled, nearly falling over, once I got out of the third teleport.

I felt my heart pounding throughout my entire body as I continued running, my teeth aching as I panted heavily. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out. I felt my stomach cramp and my shins hurt like hell as I pushed myself to keep up the pace, internally berating myself along the way. “You Call That Running? A Fucking Toddler Could Outrun You! This Should Be A Fucking Cakewalk To You! Dad Would Be So Disappointed In How Little Effort You're Putting Into This!” I let out a roar of rage as I felt a surge of adrenaline and continued running. The mage suddenly appeared in front of me again and I let out another bellow of anger as I sprinted past.

I felt like my body was on fire. I felt the heat trapped beneath my soaked shirt. I just wanted to lay down and fucking pass out. I reached the point of a half-delirious ‘fuck it' before I tore my shirt down the middle in a rage, turning it into an open vest that doubled as a sweat rag. I increased my efforts as I gained new energy from this and saw the city in the distance. “You Can Do This. You Can Beat Thi- MOTHERFUCKER!” The mage was in front of me again, stumbling across the field between me and the city. I gritted my teeth and ignored the cramps as I prepared another series of teleports. I was a hundred yards behind her, then fifty, then twenty. I dashed past her again and kept going. Thirty yards ahead, then seventy then a hundred. The wall was quickly approaching, and I used what little thought I could spare to visualize a path to the Institute. “Other Side Of The Fucking City. God Fucking Damn It!”

I continued to teleport as I felt the nauseousness grow and my face burning with heat. The wall grew closer with each jump and I prepared to jump through the wall itself. “Bad idea, unknown buildings on the other side. Collision: possible. Material interference: dangerously likely. FUCK IT.” I teleported a few feet from the wall and materialized on the other side, immediately tripping over a trough and falling into the mud in a pigpen. I heard the snorts and scramblings of startled pigs as I laid there. “hey, this looks like a good place to take a break. NO! GET UP! GET UP! GET UP!” I desperately crawled to my feet and went back to sprinting, uselessly wiping the mud off my face with my dirt-caked hands. I teleported past the fence and into the street, likely startling everyone that saw me. I ignored them and sprinted towards the Institute, muddy footprints trailing behind me. I felt my legs protest even more as the dirt I'd been running on was now hard stone and the amount of stress I was going through felt like it tripled in intensity.

I rounded the corner and heard the chatter of a crowd in the distance. I had but a moment to see the bright colors of a market place before I was tackled into an alleyway by an unknown force. I blindly grappled with them as they pushed me into the darkness and I choked out a few words. “Let go. . . got . . to . . Institute!”

The mud on my face was muffling my voice slightly and my hands were beginning to shake, but somehow my ears were still working perfectly. “You cannot, not this way. They will see you.” I looked down and saw the orc that had pushed me. My vision was blurry and fading to fuzz with every heartbeat, but I could tell I was covering her in dirt with my grappling. She still looked at me sternly as she pinned me against a building. “You need another path.” She whispered firmly. “The caravan is that way. You cannot let them see you.”

I nodded weakly as a part of me understood what she was saying, and I felt a massive wave of nausea go through me. “Another . . way,” I confirmed. She finally released me and I placed my hand heavily on my knees as my stomach threatened to empty itself from the strain. “Pulse: check. Consciousness: check. Adrenaline: low. ATP reserves: might as well be empty.”

I felt her tap my shoulder to get my attention and I looked up to see her pointing somewhere behind me. “That way.” She said. I turned to see her pointing in the direction of the Great Hall, all the way up to the top. The nauseousness turned to a sinking feeling as she continued. “The most direct route is past the Hall. They did not build very far up the hill. You can go around them if you go that way.” I nodded as I turned and prepared another teleport, estimating the distance between me and the road beyond.

I turned to her as I finished preparations and braced for the disorientation. “Thanks . . . for . . help.” I coughed. I had just enough time to see her nod encouragingly before the sick feeling came full force and I materialized on another road. I gave myself no time to recover and began stumbling up the hill, towards the Institute. “GO! GO! GO! GO! GO!” I regretted allowing myself to slow down as it allowed my body to become aware of all the alarms that were beginning to blare in my body. “Internal temperature, high. Thermoregulatory system: barely operational. Digestive diagnostic: unstable.” I pushed forward as I teleported again and ignored the alarms. “Don't Fucking Allow Her To Win! Not After Running So Fucking Far! Run You Slow Bastard!” The nausea was getting worse, far worse than I had ever felt. It took all my willpower to keep moving and keep my lunch down. I pushed forward, climbing the hill, and walking through the haze that was becoming my vision. After what felt like another eternity I was over the crest and passing the Great Hall. I let out a groan as I forced another teleport. I kept pushing as I held onto the thought of the mage being right behind me, or worse at the Repository. In-Out-In-Out-In. I stumbled by more buildings and down more streets as I glanced around for the telltale yellow of the mage.

It felt like it took forever, a painful and aching forever, but I finally found myself pushing through the front door of the Institute. I staggered through the halls and doorways as the dizziness disrupted my sense of balance. I shook my head to clear it as I imagined the mage finalizing the paperwork even as I tripped through the hallways. I bumped into the wall as I rounded the corner and approached the door to the Repository. I felt the sweat drip down my face and into my eyes as I forced my legs even further. I let out an exhausted sigh as I finally put my hand on the large door and pushed, shakily stumbling into the pristine room. I began walking forward and fumbling with my pocket as I made my way to the front desk. I gasped and slowed as my chest was filled with relief and I saw no one else in front of me, just orcs on either side of me giving me startled looks. I clawed the pouch out of my pocket and shakily pulled at the opening, shoving my hand in as I exhaustedly rested my dirt-caked shoulder on the clean wood of the front desk. I was vaguely aware of the voice behind the bars ask me “Can I help you?” as fumbled with the bag. “In-Out-In-Out.”

I panted heavily as I finally grabbed the crown of bones and pulled it out, slamming it on the counter as I blurted out three words before collapsing onto the floor. “REGISTER . . FIND . . ARCHIVE! . .uuuhhhh.” Thump I felt myself tremble as I lay there on the floor, panting, nauseous, and very close to passing out. I heard the creaking of a chair behind the counter and a pair of eyes on me as I fought desperately to stay conscious. My shins hurt. My lungs hurt. My teeth were sore. I could probably go on for several hours with how many parts of me hurt and how hot I was right now. Instead, I just panted and stared up at the ceiling of the repository. “Holy FUCK!” I barked hoarsely. Even those two words seem to hurt as if my body wanted to refuse to do anything for an entire week after that mess.

I heard the voice behind the counter speak again as I sweated against their clean floor. “Are you alright? Do you need healing?”

I instinctively shook my head as I lifted my hand and began shakily rasping off what I need. “No time, . . but I do think . . I need; . . an empty bucket, . . about a gallon . . of water, . . and a clean towel. . . I think . . I'm going to throw up, . . I'm really fucking thirsty, . . and I need . . to get this shit . . off of me.” I heard the creak of a chair and receding footsteps as my chest continued to heave. I felt the ground beneath me quickly heat up and begin reflecting that heat back as I lay there. A sick feeling began rising from my stomach. “Shit. I don't think they're going to make it with the bucket.” I weakly rolled over and climbed to my hands and knees as I felt my willpower to stifle the puke fading. I was on the verge of hurling before I heard the creak of an old hinge and I looked up in time to see an orc shaped blur walk in my direction, dragging a sloshing barrel and carrying a wooden bucket. He appeared to see my sickened expression and quickly tossed the bucket in my direction. I clumsily grabbed at it, but only succeeded in batting it in the direction of my face. It hit my cheek and I had barely enough time to grab and right it before my stomach finally gave out and I let out a loud puking noise. It lasted for a few seconds and the acidic stench of liquid bread and meat rose to greet me. I spat the taste out of my mouth as the orc dragged the small barrel beside me and set it down with a loud clunk.

His calming voice penetrated my sickened haze as I knelt there. “Sadly, clean skins are not something readily available in the Repository. I can send someone down to the storehouse for some, but it may take a while.”

I nodded as I shakily climbed to my feet and gripped the sides of the barrel. “Go ahead . . and do that.” I croaked. “I'll be here, . . trying to rehydrate.” I then took a deep breath and plunged my face into the barrel, taking big gulps of clean delicious water. I felt the cold liquid travel down my throat and chill me from the inside. It sent a satisfying shiver down my back and I felt myself grin as I continued gulping down mouthfuls of water. After several seconds submerged I came up and took gasping lungfuls of air. “Fucking . . shit.” I slurred. “I am going . . to be so . . incredibly sore . . in a couple of hours.”

The orc's calming voice again came to my attention as he asked me a question. “Perchance could you tell me from whence you came? Surely you did not come from Vedug. That journey takes a day at the fastest.”

I nodded in confirmation as I took more hoarse breaths of air. “I actually did. . I think I pulled . . some muscles in the . . process, but I . . did run from there. . . Took all of . . about three hours, . . but I did it.”

The orc gave me a surprised expression. “That cannot be possible. Even the single-day journey is difficult to accomplish. Why would you even attempt such a feat?”

I took more gulping breaths as I thought about how to explain the situation, but it partially solved itself as the doorway on the far side of the room burst open and hit the wall with a loud BANG. Everyone turned to identify the noise and I saw the now all too familiar yellow blur that was the mage I'd been racing. I pointed a trembling finger in her direction as I explained. “I've been . . racing her. . Our teams both found . . the Archive, but . . my group . . found it first. . . . . Aaahahah shit.” I felt my legs give out again and I collapsed on my back to the floor, panting. I turned as I became aware of another set of ragged gasps filling the room. The mage was staggering forward, towards the front of the room. I let out an annoyed growl as I realized she hadn't noticed me yet. “Don't . . Fucking . . Bother,” I shouted, finally drawing her attention.

Her already exhausted expression fell even further as she saw me panting on the floor. “Aah Sard.” She gasped defeatedly, falling to the floor herself. I felt a surge of triumph as I saw her collapse and begin panting. “That's Right You Bitch! Oghash Will Not Have Her Day. Calm down there's no need for that. She put up a good fight. Hell, I'm kind of impressed that she was able to keep up for so long. I Did The Same Thing. Yeah well, you have more stamina than she does. I got to give her props for showing such dedication. She's probably in a lot more pain than me.”

I let out an exasperated growl as I resigned to congratulating her, at least for making the race close. “Got To Admit . . I Didn't Expect To . . Almost Lose This Thing. . . I Thought Maybe You'd Give Up . . Or Slow Down Somewhere . . Along The Way. . . Props To You For . . Lasting The Whole Way.” I expected her to do something in acknowledgment, look up, shift, maybe even speak. She didn't do any of that. Instead, she just lay there, heaving in and out. I let out an exhausted sigh as I crawled to my feet again and began walking over. “Don't take it too hard. . . I'm pretty sure you still broke . . a lot of your records . . with what you did. Hell, I think this is . . what gave Marathons their name.” I crouched in front of her as I took some more exhausted breaths. The yellow shawl seemed to be soaked in sweat, spreading out from where her skin was exposed to the air. Her brown hair was even wetter and looked like she had just stepped out of the shower. “So you might have just . . made history with that run. . . That's something to be proud of.” I paused as I waited for her to respond. Instead, her panting and shaking form remained unchanged as I crouched above her. I furrowed my brow as an old fitness article went drifting through my mind. “Overexertion can lead to a higher internal temperature which can lead to heatstroke if the excess energy is not dispersed.”

I tentatively reached down and felt her exposed forearm. Her skin felt like it was on fire, hotter than I thought remotely possible for a living creature. “That can't be good.” I felt a surge of energy as I reached down and grabbed onto the arms of the mage, dragging her over to the barrel near the front desk. She didn't react to the sudden movement beyond a delirious grunt. “That heat is actually impressive. I didn't even know it was possible to do that. Not now, cool her down then get back to marveling.” I let out a grunt of exertion as I tried to lift her towards the lip of the barrel. My muscles screamed in protest and gave out, leaving me sitting on the floor again as I panted away my own exhaustion. I turned to the orc that had brought the barrel of water and gestured towards the panting mage slumped in my lap. “Could you . . help me out . . here?” The orc gave me a quizzical look as he hesitated before coming forward. I pointed towards the barrel as I explained what my idea was. “Put her . . arms in . . the water. . . She's overheating. . . She needs . . to cool off.” The orc hesitantly lifted the mage and set her onto the side of the barrel, arms almost completely submerged in what used to be drinking water. I let out a groan as I stood and began pulling the bright yellow shawl off of her, removing a layer that was trapping her heat.

I eventually removed the hot and heavy skin, tossing it onto the floor beside her before sitting down, back resting heavily on the side of the barrel. I suddenly started coughing as the pain in my lungs came back in full force and I started going through the gestures for Frost. I fought through the coughing and slammed my hand on the side of the barrel as I finished the spell, causing ice crystals to sprout from the wood around my hand. I let out a cough of relief as the chill spread to my back and sent a soothing wave down it. “Note to self: Invent ice packs.”

I suddenly heard someone clear their throat and I looked up, seeing the orc staring down at me. “Do you plan on informing me what your business is here?”

I nodded as I coughed a few more times and used my free hand to scratch my head. “I'll give you the short of it. . . Our two groups were in Vedug to find the Archive. . . Mine found it, got followed by hers. . . I set off on a sprint to register the discovery before them and she followed me. . . What you're seeing is the result of that run, both of us fucking tired . . with one of us needing help with thermoregulation as a result. . . As for what I need right now, whatever document . . you guys use for registering a discovery. . . If you could get that, that would be great.” The orc stared at me in disbelief then threw his hands up as he walked off, muttering something about an Outsider's Madness. To be honest, I was too tired to care about what he said. I was just glad to finally be resting after hours of running. I let out a groan as my knees finally started their protest of the events. I gritted my teeth as I imagined the potential days if not weeks of recovery I would need from this. “The near future is going to fucking suck. I wonder if Brokil can make more of those potions.”

My pained gasps were suddenly interrupted by a groan coming from behind. I turned to see the mage lift her head and look around with bleary eyes, still panting. “W-what?. Where am I?” She muttered weakly.

I used my free hand to tap on the side of the barrel and draw her attention. “Congratulations. . . You almost beat a human in a foot race. . . Unfortunately, it would seem the long-range teleports weren't enough. . . Still, I got to give you props for pushing through heatstroke.” She scowled down at me and seemed to get ready to stand up. “I wouldn't do that,” I warned. “Your body is still overheating. . . You might need to stay in there for a while. . . Just rest there until the cold feeling . . going through you is not noticeable.”

She tried to ignore my warning and stand but stopped once it became apparent her muscles weren't going to support her weight anytime soon. “Sarding fext it. . . Oghash will not . . be pleased with this. . . A single shawl is not worthy . . for a trip like this.”

I shrugged as the pain traveled to my shins. “She might, or she might not. . . If they get the Archive open my group might decide to split the loot. . . Given the size of the door, it might be impossible to take the entire haul in one trip, . . leaving your team to take what's left. . . But that's assuming someone didn't get to it first. . . Hell, for all I know the Archive is empty . . and all we'll get out of that trip is the crown and the gauntlets.”

The mage gave me a confused expression as she knelt there. “You ran from Vedug . . without knowing if . . the Archive even held . . what you sought? . . Surely even you outsiders . . are not that mad.”

I shook my head defensively. “I didn't do it for me. . . I did it cause your friends threatened mine. . . Hell, now I remember how mad I am at you . . for your part in all that.” I used my free hand to point squarely at her. “You threatened my friends.”

The mage let out an annoyed growl as she shifted slightly. “You call them . . your friends? . . There are no friends in the Institute. . . Mages are in constant competition . . with one another. . . The only respites given are temporary alliances. . . Your so-called ‘friends' would not . . have done what you did for them.”

I let out a pained grunt as the aching moved to my feet. “Correction, they weren't able to do it this time, . . not with what they had. . . If put in a reverse situation, they'd have done the same for me. . . Still, that leaves one question . . . why did you make the journey? . . If you truly saw the group as a temporary alliance, what made you push through heatstroke? . . Why would someone go through so much for a temporary alliance?” The mage scowled at me angrily but didn't defend herself. “That's what I thought.” I spat.

I stretched slightly as the orc finally returned with a stack of parchment tucked into his arms. “You will need to fill these out.” He supplied. “There is a desk you may use, away from the clean floor you have been so kind to grace.”

I looked down at the damn, dirty, and torn rag that used to be my shirt. I could see my red and glistening chest through the tear I had made, sticking out like a very sore thumb. I then looked around at the dirty trail I'd made along the middle of the room. I let out a guilty sigh I slowly climbed to my feet, easing the pressure onto my muscles and joints. “I'm sorry about that. . . I can try to clean up the dirt if you'd like.”

The orc shook his head as he gestured briefly. “That will not be necessary.” I suddenly felt a weird pulling sensation, as if a layer was being pulled off my skin. I stared in shock as the dirt that was sticking to me and my shirt was suddenly pulled off by an invisible force. It compacted itself and was drawn to the orc. The mud I'd tracked in was also pulled up and floated past me. The particles floated there as they seemed to wait for the rest of itself. The orc suddenly clenched his fist and the floating dirt condensed itself into a compact ball, floating there as the mud was squeezed into dry dirt. After a moment of floating the sphere fell into the orcs open hand and he tossed it into the puke bucket behind him.

I rubbed my now clean face as I marveled at how simple that was. “Thanks. . . I'll try not to do that again if I can help it. . . Now then, you mentioned a desk?”

The orc nodded as he gestured towards the crown still resting on the table. “Bring your artifact. I will need to verify it to ensure it will prove your discovery.” I nodded as I limped towards the desk and grabbed the crown.

I turned and pointed towards the shawl lying beside the mage as I walked past her. “The shawl you brought . . is there when you have the strength to stand again. . . I'm sure Oghash would be furious . . if you lost that too.” She scowled at me then down at the shawl, appearing to relax a bit as I turned away and followed the orc through a doorway. He led me down a connecting hallway, towards what I can only assume to be another door, as my muscles groaned from the movement. “When Brokil gets back, I'm going to have him make more of that potion, then have him give me the recipe, then have a giant meal of bread and steak. Oh, that sounds delicious after a run like that. I just wonder if they managed to get the fucking Archive open.”
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The orc led me into a small room off the hall much like a small office you'd see at a bank if the bank was built in the medieval era. It was furnished with a desk and two chairs that sat opposite of each other. There were several quills and inkwells lined neatly on each side of the desk, positioned for easy handling and writing. Orbs of light glowed into existence above the table as he pulled the door open and we stepped in. The chairs themselves were thin and basic while the desk itself seemed a bit beefier. I assumed there were many drawers I couldn't see from where I stood. The orc gestured for me to sit on the chair closest to us while he walked around to sit in the other. “Firstly, I will need to examine that crown you have brought. I must ensure that it is not a replica of some sort before we can begin.”

I nodded as I sat down with a relieved sigh and placed the crown in front of me. “Knock yourself out. . . I'll be here if you need anything answered. . . Jesus Christ it's hot in here.” The orc took the crown and started examining it as I began fanning my face with my hand. I'd always been told I had large hands. It was something I never usually thought about, but at that moment, I was glad for my oversized appendage. I cleared my throat as I was sharply reminded of how dry it was. “Hm-mmm You wouldn't happen to have any more water, would you? . . I'm still really fucking thirsty.” The orc paused his examinations to glance up at me then reached down and opened a drawer in the desk. He pulled out a large pitcher of water and set it in front of me. I cleared my throat again and nodded as I reached for it. “Hmmm, Thanks.” I lifted the metal container to my lips and drank deeply as the orc shook his head and turned back to the crown.

The cool water sent another chill through my body as the orc let out an intrigued grunt. “Where, precisely, did you discover this artifact?” He asked.

I took a few more mouthfuls of water before letting out a satisfied sigh and answering. “Haaa In Vedug, in a tunnel behind the throne room. I had to swim through freezing cold water to get to the tunnel. I kind of wish I could take another swim there now. It's a nice place for a dip, save for the potentially deadly undertow or unidentified creature. Then again, as long as you stay near the surface you don't have to worry about that.”

The orc stared blankly at me as I finished my spiel. He then reached down again and pulled open another drawer. When he straightened again he set a wide pale white candle on the table in front of him. “In a moment, could you repeat that answer? To ensure accuracy, I wish for a Candor Candle to be present.” It was my turn to give a blank stare as the orc gestured briefly then caused a small flame to appear on his fingertip. The candle itself didn't seem all too special, just a white wax candle with predicable flakes of impurities from its medieval nature. At least, that's what I reasoned when I noticed the green and yellow flakes sticking out on the wax. It also looked well used. A thin wall of wax surrounded the wick and practically covered all but the very tip of it from my field of view.

He lowered the flame to light the candle as I let out a few involuntary coughs. “cough cough cough The hell is a Candor Candle?” I asked curiously. “I've heard of Candor before, but for the life of me I can't remember what it means.”

The orc nodded as he flicked his fingers and extinguished the flame as he explained. “It is a candle meant to determine the honesty of a statement. If a statement is dishonest the candle will indicate it as such. Now then, could you repeat where you found this item?”

I looked at the candle skeptically as I pondered the implications. “I found the crown at the top of a tree, guarded by a three-headed serpent.” The flame suddenly turned a bright blue color then slowly faded back into orange. “Woah,” I exclaimed, raising my eyebrows.

The orc nodded as he gestured insistently. “Yes Yes. The item is quite fascinating. Now then, could you repeat your original claim?”

I nodded as I continued to stare at the candle. “In a tunnel behind the throne room. It was actually at the bottom of Vedug and required quite a bit of swimming to reach.” The flame turned a bright green and gradually shifted back to orange. I grinned as I gazed at the shifting flame. “Now that is fucking amazing.”

The orc nodded as he started thumbing through the stack of parchment. “Indeed. Now then, is there anything else of interest you can disclose about what you discovered in that tunnel?”

I thought for a moment then nodded affirmatively. “Fucking moving statues, evidently used as a defense force down there. There were also some gauntlets that someone from my team claims were of ‘divine' origin or were at least good replicas. To be honest, I think they were just made by the city. It's about the only thing that makes sense to me. Anything else just seems implausible.” The orc stared at the candle as I spoke. It glowed a consistent green hue and didn't waver. The orc let out another intrigued hmmm as he turned back to the crown again. He turned it over and waved a hand over it. My muscles let out a groan as I slowly leaned forward in curiosity. “Anything special about the crown? You know, beyond its discovery.”

The orc was silent for a minute before answering. “Indeed, there is. There is an enchantment placed in here that I cannot identify. It appears to defy my queries on its purpose. I believe this may indicate an extempore enchantment or the enchantment works in conjunction with another artifact. In any case, it will take time to prove the Vedug origin of the item. However, I can allow you to complete these documents. To do so, I will need you to describe the location and appearance of the Archive. I must ensure you have not omitted anything to gain this claim.”

I nodded as I slumped back and mentally walked through the events. “Like I said I had to swim to get to it. It's behind the throne room, which is in a chamber off that circular pit in the center. There are some other rooms between the throne room and the Archive, but I didn't exactly have time to explore them. There might be some worthwhile things in there if you look hard enough. Anyway, it's in the left wall when you get to an unflooded portion of the tunnel. The door is massive and covered in some sort of ritual type circles, kind of like the Mayan calendar except made of a lot more layers and using symbols I'm even less familiar with. . yawn . . It's made of some kind of brass type metal. As far as I know, it's locked and empty. We didn't exactly seem like the first ones to visit that part of the city and judging from how they left it, they weren't all too keen on sticking around. Anyway, that's about all I know about the Archive. If you want to know more, you'll want to ask my group when they get back. They might have found out more by now.”

The orc nodded as he kept glancing at the candle. Predictably, it remained a solid green color throughout my talk. The orc reached for the stack of parchment again and pulled out a smaller stack. He tossed the pile my way then rifled through the stack again. “Complete these. Fill in all relevant details that you can recall. I have my own rolls to complete for this process. Once that is finished I will submit these for review and finalization.” I nodded as I grabbed one of the quills and carefully dipped it into the accompanying inkwell. “Alright. Let's get this shit done. . . Oooohhh hang in there arms. You'll get to rest soon enough.”



Amelia



It took us most of the morning, but eventually, we sorted through everything in the Archive and divided up its contents accordingly. We'd emptied the boxes we found in the Archive and refilled them with a relatively even assortment of valuable items. Even with the extra hands and Dumag's extra space, we were all carrying cumbersome boxes loaded with numerous artifacts and staves tied into bundles on our backs. Oghash stared at us warily as Brokil pulled out another beacon and placed it on the floor. “You are certain you wish to abandon your beacons? They are not easily replaced.”

Brokil nodded as he straightened and adjusted the box resting on his shoulder. “I have no immediate use for them. If I eventually require more I can simply make them. In any regard, I am certain there will be those that wish to study the Archive proper. The enchantments used to create it are still unknown. In the interests of the Institute as a whole, it would be wise to make access to this location easy. Besides, I assume you wish to be able to leave the tunnel once we have departed.” Oghash's eye twitched slightly as she glanced at one of her mages. She was tying her box closed with a length of rope and being excruciatingly careful not to let the contents spill. The rest of her team carried equally stuffed boxes in their arms and practically staining bundles on their backs. Without the space Dumag had brought, they were stuck carrying everything by hand. The mage working on her box was the only one not quite ready to leave the tunnel. Brokil took Oghash's distraction as an opportunity to look at the rest of us. “Is everyone ready?”

I nodded as I adjusted the box tucked under my arm. In reality, Dumag was carrying most of the artifacts, but those bags of his meant we could divide the load however we saw fit. I briefly reached back and tapped one of the pockets on Dexter's backpack to ensure the pouch of spellstones was still there. It would suck to realize halfway back that I'd left the bag in the Archive. In any case, we were all ready to head out and start the now cumbersome journey to Snakhagr. Brokil nodded again as he put his free hand in the center. “Then let us begin.” Everyone nodded as they placed their respective hands in the center, just above the beacon, and Brokil began the incantation. Pretty soon, we disappeared from the tunnel with a pop and began making our way out of the city.



Surprisingly, it was easier to get back to Snakhagr than it was to go to Vedug. Among the items we'd pilfered from the Archive were some decently sized manastones. We were using them to make longer jumps and cutting an hour or two off our travel time. Though we ended up stopping for breaks more often, what with the extra thirty or so pounds of items each of us were carrying. We'd either stop in the forest for some food or in a clearing where we could rest on some soft grass. The mountain behind us slowly shrank in the distance as the hours of journeying brought us closer to Snakhagr. It was during one such break when Salthu approached me and sat down. “Thank you again for inviting me. I only wish I could have done more to help the expedition.”

I shook my head and laughed as I gestured dismissively. “Haha What do you think all that prep work was for? Your insight was crucial to getting everyone in the right mindset. It also provided a solid backup plan in case the radar spell didn't pan out. Not to mention what you did when we actually got to the Archive. You busted out a set of lock picks and started working on a keyhole I hadn't even noticed before. I was kind of impressed when you stuck your arm in the hole and worked on it one-handed.”

Salthu grinned sheepishly as he nodded. “Unfortunately, it would seem that was built to distract any would-be thieves. I doubt it was connected to anything but itself. It is a shame. I had hoped to be able to circumvent any measures blocking our entrance into the Archive. It would have made unlocking the Archive all the more exhilarating.”

I shrugged as I glanced around at the others. “Still we managed to get out of there with some impressive artifacts.” Salthu nodded as he looked around as well. Our equipment and loot were neatly piled near where each of us sat. Dumag was carefully sifting through the box he had been carrying. He was likely searching for another full manastone to use for another jump. Bruga sat beside him. She had a far off and worried look, the same distant look she had since returning from the tunnel. Dumag appeared to take notice and patted her shoulder comfortingly. He then leaned over and whispered something in her ear that seemed to put her at ease. Meanwhile, Gremach and Brokil were discussing something as they both examined one of the spellstones. They were probably debating on how to go about recreating it, whether it was worth destroying some or to just try and study them the slow way. I stood and turned back to Salthu as I pulled my satchel on and slung Dexter's pack on top of it. “We should get going. We might even be able to make it to Snakhagr before dark.”

Salthu nodded as he stood and walked back over to his box. “Indeed. I am eager to begin studying the artifacts we have recovered. Hopefully, they may allow us to create better spells and enchantments.”

I nodded as I turned towards Dumag. “Y'all ready to get moving again?” I asked, my slight southern drawl leaking through.

Dumag glanced up then reached down into his box and pulled out another manastone. “If you insist. You outsiders do not ever wish to take pause, do you.”

I grinned and shrugged as I picked up my bundle of staves and tossed it onto my shoulder. I let out a strained breath as the weight of the wood was added to the satchel and backpack. “I guess it’s comparative . . and a consequence of our biology. I only wish we had a few more fast-twitch muscles. That might make carrying things easier.”

Dumag looked at me curiously as he stood and pulled on his satchel. “Do you require assistance carrying your belongings?”

I shook my head as I stooped and slowly lifted the box I'd been sitting on. “I'm . . fine. Hooo I just need to get comfortable with the weight.”

Dumag shook his head as he walked over. “Nonsense. There is no point overburdening yourself. It is unwise to exhaust yourself without reason, especially considering we are not in any rush.” He then reached down and almost effortlessly lifted the crate from my grasp. He raised it higher and placed it on his shoulder before I could protest. “What is the purpose of a team if we do not help one another?” He asked before turning and walking back over to his own stuff.

I wanted to insist that I didn't need any help, but my arms were just glad to be rid of the cumbersome load. “I guess you have a point, but don't let me walk the whole way back without that. I need this as a learning experience. I'm not going to improve if I don't push myself.”

Dumag nodded as he reached down with one hand and pulled his satchel over his shoulders. “Worry not, we shall share this particular burden. If we continue this pace we should arrive at your abode just after sundown.”

I grinned as I looked towards the others. They just finished picking up their things and were gathering in the usual teleportation circle. I stepped forward to join them, waiting for Dumag to pick up the last of the artifacts. “Let's hope Dexter's plan worked. I'm pretty sure we all get a sizeable bonus for finding something like this.”

Gremach nodded as Dumag trudged in our direction. “The artifacts alone would grant us compensation. Considering we discovered the Archive we may even be granted access to some of the more restricted artifacts. I am eager to learn of the more dangerous work some of our predecessors have done.” I nodded, and everyone turned towards Dumag as he joined us.

He took a second to hand the manastone to Brokil before shifting the boxes he was carrying to both arms. “I believe that is the last full manastone in my possession. Hopefully, it is enough to make a significant impact on the remainder of our journey.”

Brokil nodded as he palmed the crystal before extending the hand towards the center. “It will be late, but we should arrive just after the sun sets.” I grinned as Brokil began chanting and I felt the familiar tingling feeling of a long-range jump. There was a brief pause . . then we disappeared from the clearing with a loud Pop.



The sun was just on the horizon when we materialized in front of the barn door. I let out a sigh of relief as I stretched my sore muscles and reached towards Gremach to take the extra box he was carrying. “You guys might as well come in for a break. Dexter will probably want a look at the stuff we managed to bring back. If he ended up running all the way here he'll want to be reassured it was for something.”

I saw the others nod as they carried a queasy look. Salthu was the first to step forward to pull open the barn door. “I am in favor of this plan. It will be good to allow rest before we return to the Institute.” I nodded as we followed him into the dark interior of the barn. “Weird. . . I thought he'd be-” zzzzzzzzzzzz Suddenly, I became aware of a low rumble in the darkness. I cast Illuminate and tossed the glowing orb into the room. Dexter's slumped form appeared in the office chair, chin resting on his chest as he snored lazily. I stifled a small laugh as I set the box down and walked over.

I bent slightly as I gently tapped Dexter's cheek, using a sing-song tone. “Dexte~er. Wake u~p.”

Dexter twitched and let out a groan as he leaned back and blearily opened his eyes. “zzzz nz mmm” Now that he was sitting up I could see the damp patch around his neck and on the end of his short sleeves. He blinked heavily as he sat there and cleared his throat. “Hm mmm. Oh hey, Amelia. What's the verdict?”

I pulled the bundle of staves off my back and showed him. “A lot of artifacts with a lot of unique purposes.”

His tired eyes suddenly went wide as he saw the staves and he lifted his hand to reach for the bundle. “Holy sh- ooooooohhhhhhhhh.” He lowered his hand again as he sat back in pain. “I'm guessing that means you got the Archive open?” He asked as he winced.

I nodded as I looked at him concernedly. “It took some thinking and one of the gauntlets, but yeah we managed to get it open. Are you alright?”

Dexter nodded as he sat there and cringed. “Yeah. I'm just suffering from my actions. Brokil, I'm going to need you to make some more of that potion and provide the recipe if you're willing. I haven't been in this much pain since the battle.”

I turned and saw Brokil nod as he set his belongings on an open table. “If you truly require it. I cannot provide any at the moment, but I can create some for the morning.”

I turned back in time to see Dexter nod in response. “Go ahead and do that. I'll probably just veg out here for a while.”

I stared at him with more concern as he tilted his head back and closed his eyes. “What about the registration?” I asked curiously. “Did you end up making it?”

Dexter kept his eyes closed as he nodded. “I had to run the whole way, but I made it. Everything hurts, and I had just enough energy left to go down to the Great Hall's kitchen for a really big lunch.” He pointed to an empty plate I was just now noticing. “Who knew bear steak was so tasty.”

My stomach let out a soft growl as Dexter grinned and let out a satisfied sigh. “You want to tell us specifically what happened?” I asked again. Dexter paused for a second then nodded. He kept his eyes closed as he explained what he'd done and what brought him to be sitting there in obvious pain. Everyone pulled up a chair and sat down as he gradually wove through the story and eventually stopped when he got back to the barn, ate the meal, and passed out not long after.

When he finished he sat up a bit and pointed towards Dumag. “I also still have your bag. I think I set it on that table before eating. It should still have Brokil's beacon in it.” Dumag nodded as he stood and moved over while Dexter finally looked around at us. “What about you guys? What happened at the Archive?” Everyone glanced at each other before Salthu enthusiastically leaned forward and began explaining. I leaned back in my chair slightly as I allowed myself to relax. The prospect of studying the items was part daunting yet part exciting. I'd get a sneak peek at how the items of the past functioned. When Brokil and Gremach succeeded in recreating the process of making spellstones, our group would be the first to benefit from it. I was getting more and more onboard with Dexter's plan to attack Nione. “Give that god damn animal something to fear. I can't wait to see the look on his face as his city falls. God, I hope I'd get to see that. Monsters like that always deserve whatever's coming for them.” I looked up as Salthu finally finished our side of the tale and Dexter turned to me. “You let Oghash get away with a gauntlet?” He asked, a little annoyedly.

I nodded as I rubbed my head. “If we left without opening the Archive it's almost guaranteed that word would get out and we'd have to contend with more teams. Each one of them would potentially be able to open the Archive without the gauntlets. Slathu, you mentioned you'd need time. How long do you think it would take to trip the locks for the Archive and have it open?”

Salthu grew serious as he closed his eyes and rubbed his head. “With the gauntlets at our disposal, we would have had an advantage. The final word she used, I had not heard before. I doubt our tomes contain the knowledge we would seek. At the soonest, it may be a week. At the latest, it could take a few months. During that time hundreds of teams might have visited the Archive, each of which could potentially pour increasingly more hours into opening it. Theoretically, a specialized group could have opened the door in a single day. It might have taken weeks if not months for the excitement around the Archive to die down to the quiet we first experienced when walking into the tunnel. We had no other choice. We had to sacrifice the artifact. I am only thankful for the potential replica nature of the item.”

Dexter stared tiredly at Salthu as he seemed to consider the events then let out a sigh as he sat back again and looked up at the ceiling. “I still think it was a bad idea. We could have studied it to find out what it was. Hell, if they managed to make them into keys it might have been useful to have two examples instead of one. That way it would be possible to pull out that part of the enchantment more easily.”

I shrugged as I leaned back. “Well, there's nothing we can do now. We just got to work with what we have and what we have is a lot of artifacts.”

Dexter was silent for a minute then appeared to nod reluctantly. “I guess, but that's still something we can't study anymore. At least we have the other one, right.” Dexter sat up a bit to look towards Dumag. Dumag reached into his satchel and pulled out said gauntlet, showing the regal item to him. Dexter let out a satisfied nod and leaned back again. “Good. The crown will be back in our possession in a week or so. That's about how long he said it'll take for them to confirm its origin. After that, we can study it in greater detail. Until then, the rest of the loot will be our priority.” Everyone nodded as they relaxed a bit and sat back in their respective chairs. I looked up as I gave some thought to the artifacts. “The spellstones will be our main goal to recreate. They're supposed to hinge heavily on their unique method of constructing spells. So making the rest of the artifacts might be easy once that's accomplished. From there, Dexter will probably turn back to his promised weapon. I'm starting to wonder if he has any real ideas for it. There is an endless number of ways to hurt someone. Magic just throws a curveball into that field, kind of like using imaginary numbers for a graph. He could just need time to go through all the basic possibilities or he has no idea what he's doing. Still, he's trying something. . . . I might as well try to come up with some things too. Maybe start making a list of all the modern inventions I could try and recreate here. Magic would make that easier.” I looked down as Dexter suddenly let out another low snore. “He's probably thought like this for hours. He probably just needs a bit of help here and there. I'll have to sit down with him one day and help brainstorm some ideas. Until then, I like the idea of rest.”

I stood and stretched as I turned towards the others, dropping my voice down to a low tone. “I think he needs some rest right now. Y'all can come back in the morning if you'd like, but for now, we should all get some sleep.” They all nodded as they quietly collected their things and trickled out the door, waving goodbye as they did so. I returned the gesture as Bruga quietly slid the door back into place with a soft bump. I let out a sigh as I turned to the pile of things left behind; Dexter's backpack, my satchel, the box of artifacts, the bundle of miscellaneous staves, and the collection of magic bags Dumag was letting me borrow that were scattered throughout the various containers. I walked over and stooped to begin sorting through and separating them as Dexter's snoring filled the barely lit barn. “With Adympia being the end goal, we'll probably want to arm the orcs as best we can. There's no telling how that bastard Almar will prepare for a potential assault. Let alone what the other cities have to defend against an invasion. They haven't lasted a millennium because of nothing.”
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Dexter



I let out a groan as I gradually woke up. Everything still hurt, somehow even more so than yesterday. I slowly sat up in the office chair I'd passed out in. The faux leather peeled away from my skin as I lifted a hand to rub my face. I let out a breath as I felt the pounding in my head. I wasn't completely surprised that I was still dehydrated. I did end up running who knows how far yesterday, if it even was a new day yet. I lowered my hand and looked at my watch. 7:58 A.M. "Yep, definitely a new day." I let out another groan as I stretched, trying to ignore my practically screaming muscles. clack I turned as I suddenly heard something being set down on hardwood. Amelia was rummaging through a box and spreading its contents out on the table beside her. She looked up and grinned as she noticed me staring at her. "Morning," she said cheerfully.

I achingly waved a hand in response. "Aaaahhh Morning. So, what's the official haul?"

Amelia looked back at the neat rows she was making on the table. "For us; about a dozen staves, some manastones of varying qualities, nine spellstones for each of us, and some miscellaneous artifacts." She then reached down, picked up an old lantern, and held it up. It was made out of the same brass-type metal I'd seen at the Archive. The engravings seemed surprisingly ornate for medieval times. The design looked more akin to those old gas lanterns than the basic square lantern I expected. The glass was even clear enough for me to kind of see all the way through it, minus the warped quality expected in blown glass. "This lantern for example." Amelia continued. She then reached up and twisted a knob I hadn't noticed before, causing a cover within the lantern to pull back and reveal a miniature sunstone embedded into the bottom. "It uses a tiny sunstone."

I squinted slightly as the light assaulted my eyes and caused me to raise my hand to block it. "I can see that. Do you have anything more . . . intriguing? With what Salthu said about the Archive, I was kind of expecting more unique items; not a bunch of items we already have."

Amelia shrugged as she closed the lamp and set it back down. "It's still an older civilization. A lot of the things they saw as revolutionary would be trivial to a more modern nation. Besides, we still got the artifacts we were looking for. Brokil and Gremach are working on replicating them as we speak. Now all we have to do is wait for them to finish." I slowly stood and stretched as I gave our situation some thought. "We got the spellstones. So that's a plus. I was kind of hoping for there to be more weapon type artifacts in the Archive. Then again, if they had powerful enough weapons, they'd either have used them against the dryads or the dryads would have taken them before the Archive closed itself up. Either way, there's a chance the good stuff was taken before we even got there. I guess Amelia has a point. At least we got what we came for. Now I can start working on a way to attack Nione again. Speaking of points."

I turned towards Amelia as I continued stretching. "Last night you said it wasn’t likely for us to get the gauntlet back. Are you sure there's not a way? They did basically assault you guys and threatened us as a group. There's gotta be some sort of repercussions for behavior like that."

Amelia shrugged as she turned back to the box. "Maybe, but I doubt we could get the gauntlet back out of it. We gave them the gauntlet in a mutual exchange that occurred after we got out of immediate danger. At best any punishment they deal out will dock their allowance or put them in a cell for a few months. It's not like the legal system back home. We can't just sue the people that wrong us."

I let out a thoughtful grunt as I considered our dilemma. "Hmmm . . . It can't hurt to ask about it. If Oghash seems to think mages are in constant competition, we might as well show her what happens when you fuck with people like us."

Amelia turned to me as I started limping towards the door. "What do you plan on doing?" She asked.

I shrugged as I moved against the wishes of my sore muscles. "I'll just ask their information desk. The Institute probably has their own system. They do have to manage a few hundred people that basically have superpowers. They can't just go to Dubak if their complaint is against someone that's a one-man army."

I heard Amelia's footsteps come up from behind as I slowly made my way towards the door. She appeared in front of me and put a hand on my chest to stop me. "I'm putting my foot down this time. You're not strong enough to go out right now. I'm actually surprised you're standing to begin with."

I waved her off as I tried to step around her but stumbled and fell as the aching grew to flat out painful. "I'm fi-aaahhhhh. Shit that hurts."

I felt Amelia's hand on my back as I knelt there and rode the waves of pain. "See? You pushed yourself too hard yesterday. You need to rest."

I gritted my teeth slightly as the pain gradually subside. Eventually, I let out a groan and nodded reluctantly. "Fine, but only for today. We still have class tomorrow, and this isn't going to stop me."

Amelia nodded as she helped me climb to my feet and guided me back to the office chair. "Brokil should have the potion ready by then. You'll be in a lot better condition once you drink it."

I nodded as I slowly sat back in the chair and allowed myself to relax. The padding on the seat was unusually comfortable and I considering trying to go to sleep again. "Naw, my shins hurt too much. I'm not going to sleep after that. That leaves me to sit in the chair for the day. Kind of cuts down on my productivity, but I'll be damned if I don't accomplish something today." I turned towards Amelia as she walked back to the table. "You want help sorting through that?" I asked.

Amelia shook her head as she pulled out a pair of old leather shoes and set them on the table. "I'm good. You just get some rest."

I turned the chair and carefully pulled my way over, ignoring Amelia's advice. "I'm not one to sit in a chair all day, even when injured. I'm going to feel like a real asshat if I just sit here all day and let you sort through this."

Amelia shook her head again as she pulled out a set of necklaces and added them to the array of things on the table. "Don't feel bad. You won't be wasting the day if you spend it recovering. After all, even Champions need their rest."

I grinned and let out a small laugh as I finally arrived at the table and leaned over to rest my elbows on it. "At least give me something to do; something to sort through. At least then I'll be doing something somewhat useful."

Amelia paused as she seemed to consider something then gestured at a line of gemstones. "You could try and sort through the spellstones. They don't seem to be labeled in any particular way so using them right now would just be a crapshoot."

I nodded as I looked at the line. They were about palm-sized, about an inch thick, and cut in a circular fashion. The top and bottom were nearly identical, and the edge was lined with more brass-like metal. The spellstones were made from either murky quartz or an off yellow stone I couldn't quite identify. I think they were topaz. The quartz we had outnumbered the yellow stones by about three to one. For the topazes, the yellow tint made it hard to tell when the gemstone stopped and the metal began. I picked up and palmed one of the stones as I immediately started pondering a way to label them. "Engraving would solve the problem of labels, but I don't have the tools to do that. Though that could be a more permanent solution. For right now I could just draw a symbol on them with the lead I have left. I could also see if I have any markers left that haven't dried out yet. That is after I identify what each of the stones does."

I finally nodded as I swept the stones into my arms and rolled over to another table. "I'll get started. I'm curious to see what kind of spells they put in here."

Amelia nodded as she turned back to the box she was sorting through. "Just be careful when you try them out. Last time I saw them used, Oghash almost scorched her eyebrows off."

I let out a small laugh as I laid the stones out on the table. "Don't worry. I'll be sure to treat them with care. I mean, these are meant to be a weapon after all." Amelia seemed satisfied with my promise as she pulled more necklaces from the box and added them to the table. I started separating the gems again as I began considering how to make spellstones of our own. "I'll have to think about making healing spellstones. It'll be a good backup in case I need a spell that I can't easily cast. Once I get this figured out, I can turn back to making that weapon. A spell is looking easier and easier every day. Thinking too far ahead. For now, baby steps."



I ended up spending the day examining the gemstones. I wanted to test their limits but decided against it when my legs sent up another jolt of pain. Brokil dropped by sometime around midday and dropped off about a dozen vials of his recovery potion as well as a scroll containing the recipe. I had to psych myself up to drink another bottle of the disgusting liquid, but after that, I was able to better focus on my work. At some point, I finally had enough sense to notice the grooves on one side of each stone. I gradually felt out the target like symbol carved into each stone and eventually found almost invisible symbols on each of them. I used a large almost dry marker to shade the face of the gems and reveal a negative of what was carved into it.

A circle ran near the edge of the stone and was cut into quarters by four straight lines. In the center of each of the circles was a symbol that I reasoned represented the purpose of each stone. The quartzes had a variety of elemental symbols and two with appeared to be shields carved into them. The topazes, on the other hand, appeared to be meant for a different purpose. Two topaz stones had a snakehead carved into them with a hand holding a gem. The gem appeared to be drawing droplets away from the snake's extended fangs as it gave off a symbolic glow. Two more stones had what appeared to be a forearm with a gash and the same hand making more droplets, this time sending the liquid away from the stone rather than towards it. The last topaz had just a simple plus symbol carved into the material. I felt like that one was pretty self-explanatory. I grabbed a bit of scratch paper and made a note of how many of each stone we had; four fire, three lightning, four waterdrops, one with what looked like a pile of stone, two shields, two snakes, two forearms, and a plus.

Once I was done, I sat back and let out an exhausted breath. I really wanted to stress test the stones, but the potion was draining my energy and now I kind of wanted to take a nap. I rubbed my thigh and felt a warm tingling sensation pulsing through it. "Must be the damage being repaired. I'll need to set aside time for training at some point. I can't always assume magic will be able to get me out of a situation. If that mage was almost able to beat me in a foot race, I'll probably encounter others with even more powerful spells. In all likelihood, most of them will rely on their spells. Those that don't will need a good balance of spells and physique to beat. Then again, that's assuming the worst. Still, it can't hurt to be prepared. I just got to stop thinking and start doing." I glanced over at Amelia as I let out a sigh. She was examining one of the necklaces she'd pulled out from the box.

I turned and rolled myself over as she ran her thumb over the pendant. I rested my arm on the table and then my chin on top of that as I tilted my head to look at Amelia. "What ya got there?" I asked curiously.

Amelia scrunched her face slightly as she stared at the amulet. It seemed older than the other artifacts. A strip of leather was strung through what was probably the only piece of iron in the entire haul. The pendant had an eye carved into it. A thick curving stroke was carved just above the eye. The stroke began to the left of the eye then traveled up and over it as it grew thicker. The carved indent then turned upwards and thinned out into nothingness on the other side. It kind of looked like the eye of an owl. Amelia let out a sigh as she ran her thumb over the symbol. "I honestly don't know. It looks like a hawkeye pendant, but the symbol is wrong. I'm debating whether it's a different effect or it's just the symbol. Different cultures have different symbols. So, they might use owls for far sight."

I nodded as I stifled a yawn. "haah Did you put it on at all? You could probably find out what it does if you wore it."

Amelia shook her head as she lifted the pendant up a bit. "I have no clue what this does. I'm not willing to just try it out just to satisfy my curiosity. Brokil is better equipped to safely handle this, at least until I learn that magic detection spell he uses. I certainly wouldn't want to find out the hard way that this teleports me a hundred feet into the air."

I considered for a second then nodded. "Fair point. Caution to the wind is liable to get someone killed with artifacts like these. Still, do you have any guesses on its effect?"

Amelia shrugged as she looked out over the table. "Owls have a number of symbolic attributes; wisdom, mortality, change, even femininity. They also have a number of biological advantages over us, nocturnal sight, enhanced sight, and flight. The pendant could be any of these, none of them, or a combination of multiple. For all we know, it could turn you into an owl."

I looked at the pendant with caution as Amelia presented the possible scenarios. "If it activates upon contact and only deactivates with a word then we'd be screwed if we put it on. If they made the door voice-activated, there's no telling how many of these things need a word or phrase to work."

Amelia nodded as she set the necklace down and gazed at the other artifacts lying around it. "Anyway, how goes it with the spellstones? Find anything interesting?"

I tilted my hand back and forth as I let out a sigh. "Half and half. I did find carvings on the stones that tell us their purpose. Though the yellow ones seem a bit more creative in their symbolic representation. Still, we don't have to worry about mixing up which stone does what. Once we remark the others, we can use them in a more practical setting."

Amelia shrugged as she looked back at the table. "However practical some random spellstones could be." I shrugged but didn't say anything as Amelia looked over the table. I didn't really care how useful they were, just that I'd managed to do something productive today. Amelia gestured to the table as she grinned encouragingly. "Want to help me with the rest of these? It might be fun to guess what some of them do."

I grinned as I craned and looked at the table. It was littered with stones, staves, skins, and jewelry. It wouldn't have looked out of place in a treasury. The only thing that was missing was some coins. I nodded as I rolled the chair closer and scanned the items individually. "Sure. I'm up for it." Amelia nodded as she turned back to the table again and we started sorting through the artifacts.



I groaned as I walked through the Institute. My muscles had recovered a bit, but it didn't detract enough from the overall pain I'd put myself though. I still felt like I'd been bitch-slapped by the hulk. Everything either felt bruised or was experiencing some form of structural repair. The potion helped the recovery, but as a result, I was basically starving the entire day. I'd stuffed myself with orcish bread and meat during lunch, but I was already anticipating the bear steak I'd go get from the kitchen for dinner. I never knew wild bear would taste so fucking good. I let out a sigh as I rested my elbows on the object of my journey and looked up at the orc behind the Information's desk. "Hey. I have a question about your justice system." I supplied wearily.

The orc looked at me curiously as he placed his quill down. "What do you wish to know?" He asked.

I stretched and slowly popped my knuckles as I let out an exhausted breath. "I recently returned from an expedition to the mountain city of Vedug. During that expedition, another group assaulted members from my group. For one, I’m ticked off cause they attacked my friends. For another, they took an artifact that my group discovered in the city. I'd rather they not be encouraged to repeat these actions to anyone. I'm also kind of hoping I get that gauntlet back so they don't go intimidating anyone with it. You wouldn't happen to have a way to enforce disciplinary action on them, would you?"

The orc rubbed his chin as he stared at me. "It depends on the circumstances. If a conflict was mutually provoked, then it's not likely that they will be punished. However, if they are the sole aggressors in the situation, then they may be punished in accordance with the severity of the attack. It may return the artifact to your possession, but that depends on the results of an investigation. If you wish to launch such a complaint, I have an investigation request that you will need to complete."

I nodded as I motioned for him to hand the form over. "That's perfect. How long do you expect an investigation like this to take?"

The orc shrugged as he reached behind the counter and pulled out a small stack of parchment. "Who knows. It may halt after a single interview or continue for an entire month. If punishment is deemed appropriate, you'll be informed when the Magistrates decide how best to reprimand the mages." I nodded as the orc reached behind the desk again and set an inkwell and quill beside the stack. He then pointed over to an empty desk near the wall as he continued. "Return the pages once you complete the form." I nodded again as I turned and walked over to the open desk. "Progress. Hopefully, we get that gauntlet back. I never liked it when bullies got anything they wanted, especially when they used force. I'm not about to let this be an exception."

I let out a sigh as I sat down and began sorting through the papers, carefully reading what each portion was asking and how I should answer them. I was about to put quill to parchment when I heard a vaguely familiar voice calling from across the room. "Dexter!" I turned to see Borba and Yotul walking over, Yotul waving excitedly as she walked.

I waved back as they stopped in front of me. "It's good to see you two again, especially considering the . . . less than pleasant situation of our last encounter." Their faces fell as I brought up the tunnel in Vedug.

Yotul looked down timidly as Broba's face grew solemn. "Listen." Broba began. "We were not intent on threatening your group. We only joined Oghash because of the opportunity to find the Archive. She had prepared us to face the magma worms near the peak of the city. We did not anticipate trailing your group deep into the heart of the mountain."

I let out an annoyed sigh as I turned to the page and began writing. "Still, you helped the person that threatened my friends. I actually wanted you to join my group before I found out you were already in the city. I was understanding of that, there were more groups heading to the city and it was possible that some of the people I knew would be part of them. However, I was kind of hurt when I saw you with them and noticed what they were doing. I am glad that you, Yotul, at least tried to convince Oghash against her actions," Yotul looked up and seemed to brighten a bit at the remark as I continued. "But honestly, Borba, I expected you to take more of a stand."

I heard Borba let out a scoff as she crossed her arms. "What did you expect me to do? We are healers. We were there to heal the others after they fought the magma worms. We could not just stop them from taking hostages."

I let out a sigh as I stopped writing and began rubbing my eyelids. "Regardless, I'm just disappointed that we had to meet again like that. I'm even less happy cause of the undoubtedly valuable artifact that was lost in the process. I'm not mad at you two, I'm just annoyed at the strain I had to put myself through in order to resolve that particular problem, then finding out that one of the artifacts we already had had to be exchanged with the contents of the Archive."

Borba let out a huff as she crossed her arms. "Well, we came over to say we were sorry about how Oghash treated your companions. However, since you seem less than forgiving at the moment, I do not think I want to apologize."

Yotul turned and gave Borba a look of astonishment. "Do you not wish to mend the misunderstanding this has caused?"

Borba turned and shook her head. "No, I think not. Come, let's leave him."

I immediately regretted my words and extended a hand towards them. "Wait." I said loudly. Borba paused and turned back to me with a look of contempt. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my aching leg and began explaining. "I'm not mad, not at you at least. I'm just really hurting right now and I think I lashed out a bit because of it. Trust me, I'd much rather Oghash was here getting chastised for her actions, especially considering the artifact she practically stole from my group. It's why I'm filling out this complaint form; so that I might get that fucking gauntlet back from her. I don't want you two to get punished over this, you seemed more like bystanders anyway. I just want to make sure Oghash doesn't get away with harassing other students."

Borba let out a long sigh as I finished talking and she seemed to consider something. Finally, she rubbed her head as she looked off. "She anticipated as much. That is why she is dedicating all of her spare time to studying the gauntlet. She hopes to be able to replicate it before the Institute confiscates it."

I grinned slightly at the development. "Good. She should know to act carefully when dealing with us. I'd rather have her fear me than respect me. The only language she understands is fear so I'm going to make sure she knows that other people can speak it too."

Borba glanced at Yotul before turning back to me. "I would call that unwise, though most of the things you've done have been unwise. However, your actions are your own as well as the consequences for them."

I nodded as I gestured dismissively and began writing again. "I'll be ready for whatever comes. In the meantime, I'm sorry for how I behaved. I always try to keep my aggravation in the designated areas and I'm sorry that I let it spill over. I hope that doesn't make you think less of me." I looked up to see Borba's response. Her expression was neutral as she stared at me. She seemed to be debating heavily and her eyes drifted slightly as she did so.

Finally, she let out a sigh as she rubbed her face. "It does a bit, but your words appear to be well-intentioned. . . I only hope that your promises on aggression are equally so."

I nodded as I turned back to the pages again and began writing. "Thank you. I'll be sure you don't get any flak for this. Good luck on the other artifacts though. It's always good to have more eyes studying things like this. The Institute as a whole would benefit greatly from being able to make spellstones." Borba nodded in response then glanced at Yotul, tilting her head to signal Yotul to follow. Yotul waved to me as she began following Borba towards the exit. I turned to the parchments as I began writing and I weighed the various possible outcomes of my next decisions. "I really don't like the gauntlet in her hands. Replica or not, Amelia said it was enchanted with other things and I'd rather Oghash not have personal access to those enchantments. I can't imagine how many others she'd intimidate out there that definitely won't-" I stopped and looked up as an Idea flashed through my mind. I pointed quickly in Yotul and Borba's direction as I called out. "Wait! Come Back Here." Yotul and Borba turned to look at me curiously as I stared in their direction. My mind was racing as I confirmed a possible outcome of my next decision. I flicked my index and middle finger as I motioned for them to come back. They looked at each other skeptically as they made their way back over. I brought my hand back and bit my thumb as I tried to anticipate any pitfalls. "Which gauntlet does Oghash have?" I asked.

Borba and Yotul glanced at each other curiously. "What do you mean which?" Borba finally asked.

I continued to pressure my thumb as I thought through the possibility again. "What's the symbol on the inner forearm?" Yotul and Borba continued to look at me curiously. I reached for my quill and quickly scratched out the symbols for Mars and Venus on a corner of the parchment. "Which one of these appears on the inner forearm of the gauntlet?" I repeated. Yotul and Borba examined the two symbols and briefly debated.

"Do you recognize either?"

"Was it this one?"

"No, that one is too angular."

"Are you sure?"

"Reasonably."

"They are so similar."

"This one is more recognizable."

Yotul finally pointed at the one for Venus with unusual confidence. "This one is on the gauntlet Oghash has."

I rubbed my face and began grinning at the development, despite the pain in my legs. "I think I have a better idea for the gauntlet, and I could really use some help from you two." They glanced at each other curiously.

Borba was the first to speak up as she turned back. "What do you have planned?" She asked skeptically.

I continued to grin as I looked at the two of them. "I think I'm going to teach you two about espionage."
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Yotul and Borba just stared at me as I explained my idea. I wanted them to continue working with Oghash, but to share anything they discovered with my group. I'd wouldn't pursue taking the gauntlet from her, but I'd still fill out the complaint form. I told them about the enchantment that was supposedly on the crown and the theory I'd just come up with. "I'm pretty sure the crown and one of the gauntlets are linked. When both are worn, their enchantment is completed. It might be the same for that shawl and the other gauntlet. I don't like that Oghash has it; but since one of her friends has that shawl, I'm okay with letting her keep it. I just need you two to help me keep track of what they discover. In exchange, I'll let you two in on my group. I'll even let you have access to some of the textbooks I have."

They glanced at each other as I finished. Yotul was the first to speak up. "The offer is appealing, but does this solution not seem underhanded to you?" She asked.

I grinned as I rubbed my head. "It's definitely underhanded, but that's exactly why she won't expect it. She's anticipating me getting to her through the Institute. I doubt she's aware that we know each other. Plus, it'll give us another perspective on how the artifacts work."

Borba stared at me warily as I sat there. "Still, no mage would ever consider this tactic. Even speaking of it seems dishonorable."

I let out a giddy chuckle as I gestured in Borba's direction. "hehe That's what makes it so perfect. This isn't something normally done so she won't think to anticipate it. Us humans have a saying back home, all is fair in love and war. I offered an olive branch back in the cave and she chose to fight. As such, I'm going to do everything in my power to diminish hers. If she ends up making a weapon out of the gauntlet and shawl, I'll make a counter. She shouldn't be allowed the upper hand because of this. I want to make absolutely sure she doesn't think about threatening others again. If that comes about from the complaint form, all the better, but I should be prepared for her to double down if and when she finishes her punishment." Yotul and Borba stared at me as they seemed to consider my proposal. "If they accept, they'll be putting themselves at risk of Oghash's wrath, not to mention the potential dishonor in the eyes of the Institute as a whole. Then again, I'm more likely to argue the case for research espionage than for the return of a single item. One is a strategic move, the other is an action relative to one object. I can also chalk the espionage up to me talking with friends about what we found out about the artifacts. I can't think of an argument for the gauntlet beyond ‘they coerced them'. There's a chance that Oghash could argue that it was a consensual exchange. Depending on how the Institute conducts their interviews, they might actually side with Oghash." I gestured to the stack of pages in front of me as I continued to grin. "So, what do you think? You up for a bit of espionage."

Yotul and Borba were quiet for one more minute before Borba finally let out a sigh. "I have misgivings about your plan, but I can also see the benefits of it. I will follow your idea so long as our exchange of information is mutual. Thus, if we are scrutinized by the Institute, we can claim it was a mutual discussion of magical artifacts. We merely neglected to share what you told us."

I nodded and gave a thumbs up. "Excellent idea. I was just thinking the same thing." I then turned and looked at Yotul expectantly. "What about you? Are you in?" I asked. She shifted from foot to foot and still seemed unsure about the idea.

She finally let out a sigh and shrugged. "I suppose I could participate, but I would like some insight into your outsider knowledge. I sometimes feel at a disadvantage when you talk. You speak so rapidly that I often find what you said somewhat confusing." I stared at her blankly. I never expected to have my speech compared to theirs. I guess it was a little jarring to realize I wasn't the only one a bit unfamiliar with the mannerisms I was hearing.

I shook my head to clear it then nodded and gave another thumbs up. "Feel free. You'll probably find an idea that rockets the magical world a bit further into the future. I already gave Garahk permission to peruse my collection. I don't see why you can't as well."

Yotul grinned slightly at my response and bowed. "Thank you. I greatly appreciate it."

I nodded and waved them off as I glanced around. "No problem. Now get going. The longer we talk the more of a chance that someone from Oghash's group spots us talking. Come by the barn whenever you have time."

Borba nodded as she glanced around then grabbed Yotul's hand. "May fortune smile upon you." She said before leading Yotul away. Yotul turned and waved goodbye, prompting me to do the same as my sore muscles came back to the forefront of my thoughts. "Alright. Unexpected, but good. I'll have to make sure to keep my anger in check. I don't expect the Institute offers classes for when I go overboard again." I turned back to the stack of parchment and continued writing. "Once I'm done with defensive magic, I can try to find Brokil and see if he knows where I can learn that detection spell. It'll be good to know what a spell can do without having to interfere with it."



Amelia



I was kind of amazed when I met Dexter at the front of the Institute and he filled me in on what had happened. I had no idea two of the mages knew Dexter, nor that they were less than friends with Oghash. I was even more surprised when he told me about the plan he'd devised with them. "Espionage? Really?" I asked.

Dexter nodded insistently as he leaned on a pillar and massaged his thighs. "Oghash won't expect Borba or Yotul to be feeding us information. Their idea of espionage is likely very much in the musing stage. I doubt their sense of honor would allow them to think of it beyond that. With us, however, they're about to be introduced with potentially hundreds of different ideas they might have never considered."

I looked at him skeptically as we stood under the roof of the Institute's porch. "That seems a bit generous. It probably took hundreds of people to plan out some of the ideas you're referring to. It might take a while for a single person to recreate them."

Dexter paused for a second as he seemed to consider then raised his hand and tilted it back and forth. "I think I have a history book somewhere in the barn. I could try and make some facsimiles out of what's in there. It won't be the same, what with the differences in tech, but it might work if I improve what I can."

I let out a thoughtful hum as I glanced at the guards waiting outside the gate. "Either way, you've managed to technically double the research we have access to. I'm not sure what the others will think of it, but it's still beneficial to us. I just hope they don't figure out that connection before we can conduct research of our own."

Dexter nodded as he pointed his thumb towards the door. "I told them to hold off on suggesting to wear the shawl and gauntlet together, at least until we get the crown back. I want to see first-hand what happens before I see any other variations of the enchantment. If our gauntlet turns out to be real, it'll be better if we set it as the baseline for any potential outcomes. I even told Bruga to find Dumag and meet us back at the barn. I couldn't find Brokil, Salthu, or Gremach, but we'll fill them in as we start experimenting. I want a closer look at that gauntlet first."

I nodded as I glanced at the front gate again and gestured towards the guards. "We should get going then. I have some potion work to do and I'd imagine you'd want to do the same for your healing class, at least before Bruga and Dumag arrive."

Dexter paused nodded as he pulled at the straps of his backpack and began hobbling towards the gate. "Definitely. Come on, let's get to it." I nodded as I slowly walked beside him. I took a leisurely pace, ensuring that he didn't try to rush, as we made our way back to the barn.



Once we got back to the barn we split off to work on our own studies. I worked with the miniature cauldron to carefully brew a potion while Dexter turned to his texts on healing. I gradually made the potion according to his instructions. "No need to stress. It's like a recipe or a chemistry experiment. Just follow the directions and it'll be fine." The unfamiliarity of potion making was still unnerving, even after dozens of assignments and various concoctions. I doubt the brain has a natural reaction to a flower petal that gives off a cold smoke when crushed. In any case, Dexter seemed just as uneasy as he read through his book. From where I sat, I could glance up and see his confusion steadily grow as he worked. By the time Bruga and Dumag finally showed up and I'd finished with my work, he was muttering to himself as he wrote in an open notebook. He looked up only when one of them rapped on the front door. I set down the cauldron I was now cleaning and moved to open it. Dexter followed suit as he hurriedly closed the book he was writing in and began slowly following me towards the door.

I pulled it open to reveal Bruga and Dumag. Dexter grinned at them as he waved them inside. "You're just in time. Did you tell Dumag about my idea?" He asked, directing the question towards Bruga.

Bruga nodded as she and Dumag stepped in. "He seemed unsure at first but has since warmed to the notion." She then turned and grinned up at Dumag.

Dumag paused for a second then reluctantly nodded as he reached into his satchel and pulled out the gauntlet. "It seems unlikely, but your revelation about the gauntlets being keys were correct so I cannot discount other outlandish theories."

Dexter grinned slightly as he gently bit his thumb and stared at the gauntlet. "I'd kind of be surprised if they actually play off of each other. All I know is the crown is supposed to be enchanted and that it might need another artifact to work. Of course, I won't get the crown for another week, but for now, we can still see what the gauntlet has to offer." Dexter then turned and waved them over to the table he was working at. They followed as he pushed the books aside and cleared a spot for the gauntlet. Dexter gestured to it as he stepped back and moved around the table. "Go ahead and set it here. You know that probing spell Brokil uses, right? I walked around the Institute for a bit today trying to find him, but I couldn't see him."

Dumag nodded as he dropped the gauntlet onto the hardwood top. "It is a relatively simple incantation. There is also a simpler one that may allow you a better understanding of spells if you learn it. If I recall correctly, it is one of the first spells taught to new mages."

Dexter nodded in response as he gestured at the pile of books next to the gauntlet. "I've been slow going to learn the ones I need, but I'm getting there. I underestimated the sheer number of basic spells there are. I've had to prioritize some over others due to practicality. I've flat out skipped a few because I'm not planning on learning shapeshifting anytime soon."

Dumag let out an almost disconnected hum as he pulled a chair over and sat in it. "The Institute does not mandate any mage to learn all of them. It sees them as a way for the mage to test which field of magic best suits them. If they feel they have a . . personal reluctance for any study, the Institute will allow them to forgo that field."

Dexter stared at Dumag as he sat down, and I moved around the table to join him. "You say that as if you don't." He noted.

Dumag was silent for a minute as Bruga slowly sat in her own chair and Dexter's words gently probed at Dumag's thoughts. "I do not." Dumag finally admitted. "The magical world is vast and there are a great many techniques in certain fields that can be used to improve others. The combination of magical space and enchanted skins are what allowed me to create my pouches. I am certain that there are similar advancements that could be discovered if the mages were not so . . . limited in their knowledge."

Dexter grinned as he reached up and scratched his face. "That's basically going to be my plan for a weapon. I'll learn as much as I'm able to about a couple field of research and throw in a bit of science to give them a good kick. I'm still in the learning phase right now, but the number of limits I know about has grown. Right now, my ideas are mostly limited by material cost and power supply. The only other thing that's holding me back now is the fear of me finding a big roadblock when I try to make the weapon. It would suck to find out what I'm making requires a very limited resource to use."

Dumag slowly nodded as Bruga gently rubbed at her arm. "Remarkably wise. In any case, we should turn our attention to the object of your summons. If we put in enough study, we may be able to gain some insight into Vedug's method of magic."

Dexter nodded as he leaned forward and let out a long sigh. "Right. Let's start picking it apart. You can tell us where to find that probing spell later." Dumag nodded as he leaned forward and began gesturing over the gauntlet. Within a few minutes, Dumag had reached into his bag again and pulled out a roll of parchment as he began writing.



For the rest of the day, we did our best to pick apart what the gauntlet was capable of. We knew it was meant as a key for the Archive, but the other enchantments proved difficult to unravel. The best any of us could tell, it was meant to enhance spells and give added protection to the wearer. As for the stones embedded into the metal, we were completely lost on what they did. There were also parts of the enchantments that were almost entirely beyond any of our understanding. "It can never be easy, can it." Dexter muttered angrily.

I tapped my finger absentmindedly as I stared at the parchment before me. It held the equivalent of . . I guess the source code for the gauntlet's enchantment. However, it definitely wasn't as neat as that. We'd been taught to read stuff like this at the Institute, but this made almost zero sense to me. Dumag had decades of experience with stuff like this, but even he said it was difficult to interpret. "It is as if the gauntlet was imbued with this magic in a single event. Most of the enchantments were not given time to set into the gems before the others were layered on. The only one immediately distinguishable is the enchantment meant to unlock the archive. The others are a complete mess of design."

Dexter let out another low growl as he stared at the spread of parchment, glancing at each of them and weaving his hand back and forth. "This looks like someone smashed a bunch of schematics together, but surely we can use this. Even tech scraps are useful if they're unique tech scraps. Can we at least study this to help decode their method of spell casting?"

Dumag gazed over the mess we'd managed to create as he meticulously wrote on more parchment. "Perhaps, but it would be difficult to do so. This is but a single object and we cannot be certain where one enchantment stops, and another begins. For all that is known, the enchantment could be an extempore enchantment and we are merely wasting time attempting to decipher the various effects."

Dexter sat back and began rubbing his forearm as he looked up at Dumag. "What is ‘extempore' anyway? I heard it back at the repository, but I couldn't tell what it means."

Dumag gestured at the gauntlet as he paused in his writing. "Extempore is a high level of spell casting. It is a skill only a select few mages utilize. It entails forcing your raw will onto the world. Very few are truly gifted with such an art and it requires decades of training to accomplish. Unfortunately, by then, the spells one can use it for are often manageable in a single gesture, removing almost all need of it. However, I know the Magistrates are trained to extend this beyond the basic spells and use extempore for all but their most powerful incantations. Extempore enchantments are notorious for their indecipherability."

Dexter let out a low whistle as he leaned back and put his hands on the back of his head. "Sounds impressive. Is extempore similar to what happened to me at that battle?"

Dumag shrugged as he scratched his chin. "Perhaps. There have been occasions where skillful mages discover their powers after using them in dire circumstances. It is not out of the realm of possibility that your latent extempore skills responded to your will."

Dexter's lips curved up into a wide smile. "Awesome." He sighed. "I'll need to find time to learn that. How long does it usually take to learn? Actually, did you ever learn it?"

Dumag nodded as he extended his hand, palm up. His face contorted in concentration as a strange black mist began accumulating on his hand. After a second or two, his hand was completely covered in the material, wafting out wherever it could as a black puddle gradually filled his palm. Suddenly, some of the smoke rose and coalesced into a cube above his palm and gently floated there. Dumag held it for a few seconds then suddenly let out a loud sigh and the mist vanished along with the cube. Dumag panted for a bit before straightening again. "That is the extent of my skills at present." He explained. "I spent several years simply learning to bring my will into the world. That small illusion is all I have learned to do since."

I sat back and stretched as I looked at Dumag. "Illusion? I assumed you'd want to use that skill for combat spells. Why use learn illusion first?"

Dumag gestured at himself as he explained. "Evidently it is where my natural skill lies. My affinity is aligned with the illusionary arts. I must first master that use of gem-less extempore before I can expand it beyond the magic of facades. I despise the art as a whole, but I cannot change where my ease originates."

Dexter's brows furrowed as he stared at Dumag. "Is that why your hand turned kind of black?" He asked.

Dumag nodded. "The essence of onyx tends to accumulate as a mist. It is the only one that acts as such."

Dexter continued to stare at Dumag in confusion. "Essence? Is that what you call it?" Dumag nodded. Dexter paused for another second before asking another question. "What are the other essences?"

Dumag paused for a minute as he seemed to give the question some thought. Then he reached for a blank piece of parchment and began writing as he explained. "There are seven essences in total, each one associated with a gemstone." He wrote a series of seven symbols as he described them and their form. "Ruby, topaz, emerald, sapphire, amethyst, quartz, onyx. The essence of ruby is associated with rituals and potions of alchemy. It takes the form of filaments that wrap and bind the rituals. The essence of topaz is one of healing and vitality. Healing spells involve beaded light that returns strength and energy to the target. The essence of emerald covers all magic involving elemental manipulation. It too uses tendrils to enact the caster's will on the world. The essence of sapphire aids in the transformation and transmutation of alchemy. Their acts give off a radiant light as the user transforms their body. The essence of amethyst is an essence of the mind and allows these mages to attune their magic to the headspace of others. The light in Garahk's study was designed to encourage creative thought in anyone present. The essence of quartz allows users to gaze at events yet to pass. If you wish to know when they are gazing into the future, their eyes will often give off a radiant glow. And finally, the essence of onyx, the foil of Quartz. It clouds the future by creating false objects that have no true bearing on the world. The mist that these spells generate tends to briefly remain, even after the spell is completed. These symbols encompass all that can be accomplished using magic."

Dexter and I stared at the page of symbols curiously. Dumag had drawn a letter beneath each of them to distinguish which was associated with which essence. They were each composed of a series of simple shapes, combined to make distinct emblems. Dexter ran his finger along the line as he studied them. "Interesting." He mused.

I nodded as I sat back and stretched. "It's to be expected. Philosophically, there are endless ways to divide up the world. The same could be said for magic. You just have to know where to draw the lines."

Dexter yawned as he looked at the scattered papers again. "Haah Something new to learn. Though considering the research required, I'll have to hold off on trying to figure it out. For now, let's gather this up and get copies to Gremach and Brokil. It'll probably help them figure out the spellstones." Dumag nodded as he and Dexter began pulling the parchment into piles.

I stood and stretched as I let out a yawn of my own. "Haaah Looks like we're done for today. Do you want help packing up or have you two got this?"

Dexter shook his head as he stacked the parchment as best he could and set it next to the pile Dumag was making. "No, we're done anyway. Can you get these papers to Brokil? He'll probably want to look at them first."

Dumag nodded as he stood, Bruga following his lead. "I'll ensure they receive these notes. We can continue our examination of the artifact tomorrow. Unfortunately, if what you mused of the crown is true, we may require it to understand the enchantment on the gauntlet."

Dexter let out an exhausted groan as he sat back and rubbed his arm. "I'll keep you posted on when I have it. To say I'm curious about what they do together is an understatement. It'll be interesting once the Institute returns the crown."

Dumag nodded as he slipped the parchment into his bag and began walking towards the door. "I look forward to examining the artifact, as I expect Brokil will as well."

Dexter let out another yawn as he waved in Dumag's direction. "Haah We'll figure it out. We just need some time." They waved back as they pulled open the door and disappeared into the night. Dexter turned to me as he stretched and let out a groan. "Mmmm I think I'm going to hit the hay. That potion has really done a number on my sleep cycle."

I nodded as I stretched my arms. "Good idea. I'll follow your lead in a minute. I still have a potion set to put away."

Dexter waved my way as he began climbing into the loft. "I'll see you in the morning then. Haaah Good night."

"Good night." I replied. I then stretched as I walked back over to my potions set and finished packing it up. The numerous notes I read that day cycled through my mind as I sorted my vials of ingredients. "The gauntlet was obviously designed as a weapon. The only missing pieces are what kind of weapon. The only enchantment we sort of know is the protection enchantment which seems fairly standard for magical armor. There's also the crown to figure out. Who knows how thoroughly *that thing is enchanted."* I let out a sigh as I finally closed the lid on the numerous vials. "Either way, it's going to take time. . . So why do I have a feeling that time isn't something we're about to have?"



Maira



I had an uneasy feeling as I descended the stairs to the kitchen. Almar had just returned from a trip further north. Typically, Kalise would meet me in a secluded room of the mansion, possibly with some far-off treats to share, but this time she failed to show. A sick feeling had developed in the pit of my stomach. The direst of possibilities were flooding through my head, making it difficult to think straight. I tried to calm my fears as my heart pounded in my chest but was failing miserably.

I let out a slow breath I finally stepped into the kitchen and looked around. The usual calm pace of the servants was absent, replaced instead by a rapid hustle and bustle. I looked around warily as I watched them work. "Kalise would never push them this hard. Even when she is away, they are able to make meals at a leisurely pace. This is not at all leisurely."

My fears were realized when an unfamiliar voice called out from across the room. "Despicable. This Meal Is Unfit For A Swine. I Cannot Believe Your Last Cook Allowed You To Get Away With Such Atrocities." I turned to the source of the noise as I felt my heart drop further. Standing in the middle of the kitchen was another city elf, his skin a touch paler than the servants around him. His bright blonde hair was cut close to his scalp, a common mark for male servants. A familiar stained apron hung around his waist and a very distinct hat sat atop his head, a veritable pillar of white resting on his crown.

I felt my hands begin to tremble as the implication went rushing through my mind. I clenched my fist as I stifled the trembling and shakily walked forward. "E-excuse me." I stuttered hesitantly.

The elf turned to glare at me, causing me to stop in my tracks. "What do you want?" He growled angrily.

I nervously rubbed my hands together as I stammered out a response. "I . . um . . I was wondering what happened to the last cook?" I asked bluntly.

The new elf let out a sigh as he pressed his thumb and forefinger to his temple. "Not even a day here and already the help is asking what happened." He gestured dismissively as he turned back to his work. "I have no time for such trivial matters. I have my orders and I intend to bring this ghastly kitchen up to par. Now leave." My heart fell as he rebuffed my request. I wasn't asking much, just where they had taken Kalise. She had done so much to help the servants of the manor. I was unsure how the manor would react to this development. More importantly, I was afraid of what they were doing to her, what I was going to do without her. I had known her for so long. She had been the only kind face I had for so long. I felt the tears well up as I stood there, trying desperately to speak calmly. Instead, I only succeeded in blocking my nostrils with mucus, the presence of which was made apparent to all as I took a deep breath and my nose let out a loud rumble. I stood in stunned embarrassment as the nearby staff turned to me. I turned in embarrassment and started briskly walking back towards the stairs. I suddenly stopped as the cook called out again. "Stop." I hesitated for a minute before turning back to the room. The new elf stood with his back to me. His hands were on the table in front of him and his chest expanded and contracted as he let out a loud sigh. "If you must know, my mistress had an interest in your cook when your Lord brought her north. They negotiated an exchange. I had no control over this development. I know not where she is nor who she currently works under. All that is known to me is this exchange is permanent. Your old cook will not be returning. . . . . I advise you to accept that fact. Emotions are nothing but a crutch for people like us."

I swallowed as a lump grew in my throat. I now wish he had not given me an answer. At least then I could delude myself into believing she would return. I swallowed again as I bowed my head and managed to string a few words together. "Thank you for your honesty. I shall now take my leave." At that, I quickly turned and retreated up the stairs, suppressing the feeling of despair welling up within me. I rushed back through the halls, avoiding the gaze of everyone I passed. I moved back through the manor towards the room I had left but an hour ago. My heart felt like bursting as I ran. It was not until I rushed back into a secluded room that I finally collapsed and let my emotions wash over me.

I felt tears streaming down my face as I sobbed uncontrollably. I pulled my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms wrapped around them. The cold wood floor was oddly soothing in my troubled state. I laid down as I felt myself grow smaller. The one anchor I had created in Almar's service was now gone. Kalise was now gods know where enduring gods know what at the hands of the people Almar had sold her to. "Gods, please end me now. I have not the strength to continue on like this." My wallowing suddenly halted as a familiar voice penetrated my awareness. "CHAMELEON! Get Your Lazy Arse Out Here." I instinctively jumped to my feet and began wiping away the tears that had accumulated on my face. I took deep calming breaths as my emotions completely subsided and I was left with my obedience. I ran out of the room and followed Almar's shouts as I erased the evidence of my sorrows. I wiped away my tears and rubbed the stains into my tunic. Any who looked would have to come close to notice them. "CHAMELEON!" Almar bellowed again.

I finally pushed through a door and stepped into the front hall as I put on a falsetto grin. Almar had his back to me as he sat on his throne near the center of the room. A small group of black-clad figures stood in front of him, faces masked by black cloths. "Yes, my lord?" I asked, expertly maintaining my grin. Almar lifted his hand and beckoned me towards him. I followed his orders as I folded my arms behind my back, ensuring no one could see the faint stains on them.

Once I was stood beside Almar, he gestured to me as he addressed the group. "This shall be your prize. If you successfully return my Canary and eliminate the outsider that has taken her. She shall be yours to do with as you please. I expect swift results from you. My father did not designate you as elites for nothing." My heart somehow dropped further as Almar made the offer. The black-clad figures merely glanced at each other as they seemed to have a silent conversation.

Finally, one of them stepped forward and bowed slightly. "Rest assured, we shall complete this task to the best of our ability, for the glory of the house of Ianpetor."

I held back a look of despair as Almar let out a joyous laugh and clapped his flabby hands together. "Marvelous. The horses should be presently ready. Gather all that you require and depart post haste. I have been patient with the weather, but no longer. I shall have harmony restored before the next harvest." The black-clad figures bowed in unison before turning on their heels and marching out of the hall. Almar held a look of enjoyment as he finally turned to me. "Marvelous appearance. It is mundane enough to allow me to purchase a servant with a similar appearance while appearing unique enough to entice the mercenaries my father called elites."

I bowed slightly as I instinctively took stock of my current form, a fairly attractive wood elf with brown hair and hazel eyes. I had chosen this as my natural form long ago as it allowed me to easily change to any appearance Almar desired. I imagined it would be easy to find a ‘servant' at the market that looked similar to me. "Thank you, lord Almar. It is an honor to please you as such."

Almar's perverse grin grew wider as he nodded in agreement. "Excellent. Now then make a trip to the market. I anticipate feeling rather promiscuous this evening and will require some olive oil unless you think you can manage without."

My hands reached to cover my rear as my face threatened to contort in disgust. "Right away my lord." I replied, bowing slightly.

I ignored my clenching torso as I straightened and turned to take my leave, but not before Almar called out to me one last time. "Oh, and Chameleon, I hope your chosen form for this evening will be most pleasing. Otherwise, I may choose to forego the oil entirely."

I felt my torso clench up further as I redoubled my pace to leave the room. "Yes, lord Almar." I said out of instinct. I head Almar grunt in agreement before the door finally sealed me away from him for the time being. I felt my sorrow threaten to resurface before I quickly stifled it again. I let out another shaky sigh before making my way down the hall once more. "Stay strong, Maira. There is still hope for you to find Kalise again. But that is the future, for now, I must focus on surviving the present. One thing is certain, oil or no oil, this evening is going to be most unpleasant."
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Dexter



It took another couple of days for the Institute to finish verifying the crown. I made sure to use the most of that time to study the gauntlet as best we could. With everyone working at the notes, we could differentiate a few more enchantments. The stones on the back of the palm were indeed spellstones, but we couldn't tell for which spells. The gauntlet also had something that Brokil called a ‘warping' enchantment. Which meant that no matter who wore the gauntlet, it would always fit perfectly. It even noticeably shrank when Amelia slipped it on and grew back to full size once Gremach donned it. The sheer number of enchantments stuffed into this thing honestly made my head spin. It's like whoever made it designed it to have ultimate functionality across decades if not centuries. I doubted I could create anything better, no matter how much time I'd be given, even with the scientific advantage.

I used a pen to circle a particular portion of the page as I let out a sigh. The sounds of quill on parchment filled the barn as we each tried to decode more of the gauntlet. "Well, tomorrow we'll get to see what happens when sodium meets water." Everyone but Amelia stopped and gave me a confused look. "We'll get the crown back and see what happens when these two meet." I clarified. They nodded and turned back to their papers. "We haven't even touched on the crown yet. I can't imagine the kinds of things they'd stuff into a royal artifact like that. Maybe it extends into a full-blown helmet under certain circumstances."

Brokil let out an uncertain grunt as he looked over his papers. "It would require a great deal of magic to accomplish that feat. Then again, considering the origin of the artifact, that may be precisely what is contained in there."

I nodded as I leaned back and stretched. "My point exactly. They wouldn't half-ass something meant for their chief. For all we know, the gauntlet was built for some kind of general and the chief just happened to come into possession of it. And we won't know until I get that crown tomorrow."

Dumag let out an affirmative growl as he jotted something down. "Ensure that you collect the crown last. It is unwise to spend the day carrying such a valuable artifact, even within the Institute."

I absentmindedly popped my knuckles as I looked at Dumag. "Why's that? I thought the Institute was safe."

Dumag nodded as he set the page aside. "It is, from external threats, but that does not mean the students will not attempt something within. You are far from experienced regarding magic so you would be an easy target for an attack. Your possession of the artifact has become general knowledge among them and I would not consider it impossible for one of them to attempt something."

My face fell as I realized what he was saying. "I thought the Institute had a thing for that. Isn't there a complaint system?"

Dumag nodded as he moved a few pages about. "There is, but that assumes you know the perpetrator or have reasonable assurance that they had wronged you. It does nothing if you merely know you have been wronged. The Institute has resources, but it does not have the resources to interview all of the guilds over a single matter."

I continued to stare at him as he wrote nonchalantly. "Guilds?" I asked. "There are guilds now?"

Dumag nodded again as he pushed the page to the side and looked up at me. Despite the scarred eye, his face conveyed a level of calm that I hadn't expected on him. "There are many guilds scattered about Gashur. Their houses are where they conduct studies of their own and protect the land surrounding it. The Institute is not the only one delving into the arcane arts. . . Come to think of it, the guilds may also attempt to steal the crown away from your possession."

I rubbed my head as I let out a sigh. "Great. Something else to deal with. I can't get a break, can I? Then again, it'll be a good challenge, something to keep me on track so to speak. Still, I kind of want just one day to breathe. Stop that. You need to focus. There are more important things than your comfort. Now think. Figure something out. If something is possible, then we have to assume it might happen." I rubbed my face as my head went into overdrive, contemplating possibilities and subsequent outcomes of my ideas. As expected, most of them had to be discarded out of sheer stupidity, but I still managed to produce one that seemed to stick out to me. "So, what if we made a guild of our own?" I blurted out.

The sounds of quills stopped all at once as everyone turned to me in shock. The silence hung in the air for another second before Dumag burst into laughter and began smacking the table enthusiastically. "Ahaha and here I thought outsiders were incapable of jesting. That has to be the most amusing jest I have heard in a while." He chuckled for another minute before he finally noticed my expression. "You do not jest." He said, stunned again.

I let out a sigh and began rubbing my head as I tried to articulate my proposition. "If guilds have such a reputation, why not make one of our own? It might not prevent all attempts, but it'll make people more cautious. Hell, it'll also make things more convenient. It'll be a single place for us to meet and discuss the artifacts we found. It'll also be a place to store them safely, something separate from the Institute. That way we don't have to go to the repository every time we want to take a look at something important that we already own."

Dumag gestured at the gauntlet as he gave me an exasperated look. "The repository is perfectly adequate to keep our artifacts safe. I hardly think we could do better when it comes to securing our finds."

I nodded as I looked at it again. "Until we figure out some security enchantments, then we might as well make our own safe, one that we can have access to at any time. Hell, if we can replicate that passcode thing embedded into the gauntlets we can make it as secure as the Archive."

It was Gremach's turn to interject. "We are far from such an understanding. The gauntlet alone is more enchanted than anything I have ever known, and it may only carry half of the necessary spells to allow for such an effect."

Amelia waved him off as she gestured towards the door. "Then we'll just have to make another trip to the Archive. We might want to go there anyway to get some notes on how the metal is enchanted. A thousand years underwater and the metal was still pristine. There's probably some anti-corrosion enchantment worth figuring out."

The room fell silent as none of them protested my idea for a minute. The silence was eventually broken by Bruga. "This is by far the maddest notion I have ever heard. Forming a guild does not guarantee protection and brings about more responsibilities than benefits."

I let out a hum as I sat there and twiddled my thumbs. "That could be a problem, but it could still be possible. What kind of responsibilities do guilds have anyway?"

Bruga began counting on her fingers as she explained. "There are fees to be paid, membership to be registered, and housing to be maintained. The housing particularly is of great importance. Dumag and I still have classes to teach and I am almost certain any land we could afford would be over an hour journey away. We could reasonably afford the fees, but the housing is required for the Institute to contact the guild. Any application is automatically denied if the members are without a house."

Amelia let out an intrigued grunt as she rubbed her head. "There's no available housing in the city? Two hundred acres is a lot of land to have houses on. Surely we could get one that suits our needs."

It was Brokil's turn to contribute as he shook his head and leaned forward. "That is why it would be so expensive. A guild house must be built to accommodate the mages that reside in it. A house is not adequate to sustain the research required for magic. The other guilds often occupy land that dwarfs the space within the Institute. I cannot imagine how we would find such a spacious property in Snakhagr."

I let out a short sigh as I considered the idea again. "A lot of limitations. A lot of resource-intense limitations. If I had time, things could be more manageable, but right now I'm operating on the basics. Of course, making a guild would mean a quicker accumulation of resources and knowledge, but to do that I need the resources to start a guild. As Bruga said, the fees can be managed, but it's the guild house that we need to take care of. I could try and see if Dubak can lend me a place. He's probably got enough sway to do that. Unless . . ." I glanced around as I let out a thoughtful hum. "Hmmm . . . . What about the barn?"

Everyone except Amelia, who grinned slyly as she sat there, glanced around at the undoubtedly filthy and disheveled barn. "Here?" Dumag asked. "I hardly think this place appropriate. It is unfit and insulting to even suggest residing here, let alone have it registered as a guild house."

I nodded as I lifted my hand and bit my thumb. "Don't worry, the current state is temporary with a capital T and as far as I know, Bulak gave me free rein over this building. Once we get the resources, we can modify it however we need to. We might even be able to replicate the Institute's enchantment and eventually give us some extra space." I pointed at Dumag as I continued. "Can you expand what you did to your bags to something like a building?"

Dumag scoffed as he leaned back exasperatedly. "You underestimate the resources required for such a spell. I could hardly manage a small shack, let alone an entire building. The passive mana alone would drain stones in an instant."

I nodded as I gestured calmingly. "We'll figure it out. That idea is not a priority to us. All we need is a place to call home. . . sort of. Point is, we can have the barn be our base of operations and just slowly modify it to meet our needs. We'll start small and eventually work up to the big stuff. If we can't find a suitable location, we can make one." The silence that followed was almost palpable. Everyone except Amelia seemed to be trying to find reasons against my idea. "I don't think we need a drastic change to make a guild." I continued. "We just need a group and a place to meet. Anything else, we can create or develop ourselves. That doesn't mean it'll be easy, but at least we're not going to give ourselves a headache trying to go for something big right off the bat. That's something to get done over time."

The others didn't speak for another minute as they seemed to consider the idea. It wasn't until Gremach spoke up that the silence was finally broken. "This still seems like madness, but so was your notion of the Archive so perhaps this route can be equally as fruitful. I shall join your proposed guild, but I shall remain housed in the Institute until this building is better equipped to reside in. I am sure the two of you are less than comfortable sleeping here."

I considered for a second then nodded. "Of course. It's going to take a while before this place becomes livable for more than the two of us. That's something to work towards as well. For now, this can just be a meeting place for us to organize more easily. I'm not fond of having to wander around the Institute when I need to find one of you." I then turned to the others expectantly. "What about you guys? Can any of you come up with a reason we shouldn't do this?"

The room was silent for a moment as they all seemed to consider the idea. Finally, Salthu spoke up. "I doubt I shall be presented with another offer such as this. . . . I gladly accept your proposal and join your guild. I would be a fool to not take this opportunity."

It took another second for Brokil to follow that up with his response. "Our commissions may provide us with some marvelous research opportunities. . . . You can be assured of my presence. I might also be able to put a good word in when our application is officially submitted."

I grinned and nodded as I turned to Dumag and Bruga. They had yet to answer and seemed to be teetering between two possibilities. Bruga's hand was trembling slightly as she held her quill by her face, the bristles gently tickling her cheek as her fingers quivered. Dumag had sat forward, his fingers interlocked in front of him, as his face carried an expression of deep thought. It wasn't until they glance at each other and exchanged a knowing look that Dumag finally replied for both of them. "The thought is utter madness, but I cannot find a reason against the idea. Consider us on board."

I grinned and nodded as I turned my attention back to the gauntlet. "Excellent. We'll hammer out the details tomorrow after we get a look at the crown. We'll prepare everything we need and then submit it to the Institute. After that, it's just a matter of expanding, which we'll figure out as we go. For now, let's squeeze in a few more hours to study this thing. If we want to try and understand it, we might as well start now." Everyone nodded as they turned back to the parchment in front of them and went back to writing. I stared at the gauntlet for another second before doing the same. "We will learn your secrets. It's just a matter of time."



Within a day, we were all standing around the table again, this time staring at the gauntlet and the accompanying crown. I'd chosen to follow Dumag's advice and waited until the end of the day to collect it. It felt weird to hold it again. I had had no time to admire its haphazard spikes or its porous texture while I ran. Even as the clerk handed it to me, I felt like I was underappreciating its significance. I barely knew anything about it and I doubted I would ever truly learn. The chief and culture that had used it were long past, just a whisper of what it was back then. I looked down at the piece of parchment the clerk had given me along with the crown. It was a document declaring outright that my team was the one that discovered the Archive. An official copy was filed in the repository and, from what I was told, additional copies were sent to numerous other sites. The document itself was a summary of everything I told them when I submitted the first form, from the spells we used, to the path of our journey, to an almost perfect depiction of the archive from the half-exhausted scribble I was able to produce. There was even a small description of the artifact I used to prove my story.

Unidentified Chief's crown. ╱╱╱ lbs

Enchantments present: Effects unknown.

An entire history reduced to two lines." I thought as I looked back at the table. "After what might have been generations of history, that's everything we know about it. It's almost insulting." I shook my head to clear my thoughts as I turned to the others. "So, who wants to do the honors?" I asked. None of them moved as they stared at the objects with a mixture of expressions. Amelia and Brokil seemed curious but cautious. Salthu and Gremach seemed almost fearful. Dumag was the only one that had a relatively neutral expression, and even then, it was quite stern. Bruga had positioned herself to stand partially behind Dumag and carefully peek around his arm. I let out a sigh as I stepped forward and lifted the crown from the table. The rough bone gently scraped the skin of my thumb as I examined it. It was almost identical to the one Dubak wore, save for the different placements of the upward turned spikes. Even the bone dome covering the scalp seemed the same as if the material had come from the same creature. I had no trouble imagining this being from some kind of massive dog, or that chimisit creature I heard about. I took another second to marvel at the near-seamless nature of the headpiece before finally turning to Dumag and holding out the crown. "Try it on." I said calmly.

Dumag gave me a look of confusion. "For what reason? Why can you not?"

I gestured to the gauntlet as I explained. "We have no idea what's in either of these things. For all we know, it was designed specifically for orcs. We don't know what it could do if I wear it."

Dumag shook his head as he stared at the crown. "It would not be proper. In any case, your companion was able to wear the gauntlet, why can you not wear the crown?"

I let out a sigh as I gestured insistently. "This is different. The crown is royalty. There's a chance that the gauntlet was meant for a general or something and in the course of events, the chief just happened to come into possession of it. We have no idea what happened in there and we have no idea what this thing does. The safest and quickest way for us to find out is if an orc wears it. Any other variation increases our risk. Any other route will be excruciatingly slow. If we want to know what these things are capable of, we need to wear them. An orc needs to wear them."

Dumag stared at the crown for a second then slowly took it from my grasp. I reached back and grabbed the gauntlet as he stared at the crown. "It feels heretical to even consider this." He admitted.

I nodded as I waited for him to put it one. "I can imagine. It seemed different holding it in Vedug, but here . . . This is purely for scientific purposes." I reasoned defensively. "There's no other way to use it anyway so we can't exactly avoid it forever. Eventually, we'll have to wear it, might as well be now."

Dumag hesitated for another second before slowly lifting the crown up and then gently lowering it onto his head. The room took in an expecting breath as the headpiece made contact and everyone expected something to happen. Disappointedly, the crown sat inert on Dumag's head and I'd imagine we looked pretty silly to anyone without context. I let out a sigh as I then presented the gauntlet. "Now for the other piece." I said encouragingly.

Dumag nodded as he reached his hand out and I helped him pull the gauntlet on. It morphed slightly as his fingers slipped in and the metal tightened around them. Silence filled the room as I stepped back and Dumag lifted his hand to examine the gauntlet. No one dared to speak a word as we waited for something to happen. It wasn't until Dumag let out an angry growl and lowered his hand that silence was finally broken. "Rrrrrr Perhaps your notions on magic are not as infallible as we thought."

I mimicked his exhalation as I rubbed my head. "Hmm Alright, let's not jump to conclusions. Maybe it's another word activation thing. What was the word you used at the Archive?"

Dumag shook his head as he gestured with the gauntlet. "I doubt it would be so simple. We were inexorably fortunate to open the Archive as such. Let us just begin testing what the gauntlet is capable of."

I let out a sigh and nodded as I gestured over to a far wall. "Go ahead then. We'll spend some time on this before working on the guild papers. If the gauntlet enhances spells, we might as well see by how much."

Dumag looked at the gauntlet and nodded as he turned to the bare stretch of wall. "Of course. . . . I wish to know the effects of these spellstones. Do you have a suggestion on which I should try?"

I walked around him to look at the back of the gauntlet as I considered the options. "Try the quartz crystal right there." I said as I pointed. "It'll probably the weakest one out of all of them."

Dumag nodded as he lifted the gauntlet and directed it towards the wall. "I shall be sure to hold back. I would not want to destroy the guild house before it is even a guild house."

I let out an amused huff as I grinned and watched Dumag stare at the wall. "Fire at will then." Dumag gave me a quizzical look. "Cast the spell when you're ready." I reiterated. Dumag nodded as he turned back to the wall. We all waited for him to eventually cast the spell. There was another second before Dumag finally tensed and a blindingly bright glow radiated from the gauntlet. Everyone shielded their eyes, turned away, and let out a mixture of confused cries as the light grew too intense to bear. An unearthly rumbling filled the room as none of us were able to gaze at Dumag. "The Fuck Is That?" I shouted.

"I Do Not Know!" Dumag bellowed back.

"This Is Not Your Doing?" Bruga yelled in confusion.

"No!" Dumag replied.

"If It's Going To Explode, We Need To Get It Out Of The Barn! Dumag, Throw It Outside!" I ordered.

I heard a strange grunting as the light moved about. "It Will Not Come Off!" Dumag yelled.

I let out a curse as I looked around. The light was being thrown against the walls in great beams, casting stark shadows across the far wall. I stumbled over to the table holding my bucket of tools and began searching for that pair of metal cutters I had. I had to position myself to block enough light just to see inside the bucket and begin searching. It took another minute before I finally wrapped my fingers around the firm latex handles of my metal cutters. I'd just pulled them out when the light suddenly died, and I was finally able to see without squinting through the light.

I turned and blinked through the spots in my eyes as I tried to focus on where Dumag stood. I felt my eyes widen as my vision finally cleared and I could see Dumag standing in the middle of the barn. The first thing I noticed was his exposed hair and the definitively lighter gauntlet he now wore, lacking many of the crystals that had been there before. Instead, a single black stone was positioned right on the back of his hand. Everyone stood in stunned silence as they took in the development. I walked back over, still holding the metal cutters, as I asked the obvious question. "What just happened? Where's the crown?"

Dumag lifted his hand and marveled at the now silvery gauntlet, the single black gemstone glistening on the back of his hand. "I believe this artifact is genuine. No other could replicate something such as this." He then lowered his hand and revealed his inner forearm to the rest of the barn. The stretch of metal had a familiar symbol etched into it. The modified symbol for Mars was the only thing disrupting the otherwise smooth surface of the gauntlet, save for the tight metal of the joints.

I sighed and gestured insistently as I looked up at Dumag. "Okay, but what about the cro-." I stopped as the rest of my vision cleared, and I could make out the piece of metal running around Dumag's temple. It was made of the same silvery material as the gauntlet, grasping an equally dark crystal in the center of Dumag's forehead. I pointed to it as I expressed confusion. "Did the crown just morph?" I asked in shock. Everyone turned their attention to it as Dumag reached up with his free hand and touched it.

Brokil was the first to answer as he stepped forward and gripped the gauntlet, turning it to examine the crystal on the back of it. "It would seem we underestimated the power of the artifact we discovered. I have never seen an enchantment this powerful before. . . . The enchantments have even altered themselves, as if of their own accord. This is undoubtedly no ordinary magical item."

I gestured insistently at the crown turned circlet as I let out a sigh. "Does that include the crown? Cause this changes a lot if items can do this to themselves. Hell, I'm pretty sure the material of that gauntlet just changed, which in and of itself is worth a looking into, not even mentioning the disappearance of all the stones it had."

Brokil nodded as he ran his fingers over the surface of the polished circular stone. "It is certainly intriguing, even more so that an Onyx was chosen to remain."

Surprisingly, Dumag shook his head at the remark and pulled the circlet off his head and began examining the gemstone. "That may be the most sensible part of this. My essence is of the onyx. What other gemstone would it choose for me?"

Brokil seemed to consider for a minute before nodding. "Excellent point. I suppose an essence gem would be the most reasonable choice for any mage to embed into their armor."

I let out another sigh and rubbed my head as I tried to comprehend this change. "So, . . what the hell was the crown if it wasn't a crown? It changed with the gauntlet, so was I right about the two being connected? Is it another of those divine items?"

Dumag carefully examined the ring of metal, both inside and out, before answering. "I do not see an emblem that would indicate as such. . . . Unusual. . . . I did not anticipate an answer bringing up more questions."

I sighed as I tilted my head back and stared at the ceiling. "That happens sometimes, but what exactly does this mean about what the crown and gauntlet can do? Is it positive? Or does that mean a lot of magic took up this whole transformation thing we just saw?"

Brokil shook his head as he released the gauntlet and stepped back. "I do not believe so, but we have a new problem. The enchantment has altered itself and grown more advanced. What little we understood of it may not be discovered through our means again. I am not even sure we will be able to find the enchantment meant to unlock the Archive. The spells are now so intertwined."

Dumag let out a grunt as he directed his hand towards the wall again. "Then we had better learn all we can about what these items are capable of. I doubt we will ever be able to adequately replicate them."

I nodded as I gestured for him to proceed. "We might eventually, but for now we have to settle with the one we have. Go ahead and see what it can do. Maybe this time it won't go supernova on us." Dumag nodded and appeared to get ready to cast a spell. The room waited with bated breath as Dumag chose his spell. He suddenly paused as he seemed to consider something then rotated his hand so that his palm face skyward. A thick black mist started to pour from his palm and fall to the floor. The mist slowly crept forward a few feet and started to rise into a pillar of blackness. I turned to Brokil as I gave him a look of confusion. "I thought he couldn't do much more than a tiny cube."

Brokil nodded as he pointed at the slowly growing column and whispered back. "That was without the assistance of the correct gemstone. The gauntlet is likely acting as a focus and amplifying his ability. Now hush. Gemstone or not, it takes a great deal of concentration to bring out and utilize one's essence." I looked back at Brokil as I decided to follow Brokil's advice and remain silent. His face was indeed a visage of concentration as the mist slowly grew to match his height. There, it stopped and began morphing into a humanoid image, sprouting a pair of arms and expanding the center of the pillar as the top and bottom shrank to mimic a head and legs. The humanoid then slowly shifted in color, greens and browns growing from the black of the mist as strands of hair started growing from its head. The humanoid began shifting into an orc before eventually morphing into a near-perfect image of Dumag, complete with onyx embedded circlet and gauntlet.

I raised my eyebrows as I stared at the now complete apparition. "Holy shit. That's impressive."

My amazement grew as the apparition turned to address me. "This artifact is most definitely genuine. There is unusual ease about this that I have never felt before. Were I more adept at manipulating my essence, I would likely be able to produce another such illusion. Unfortunately, this is the extent of my ability so far." I turned to the others to see if they were as shocked as I was. They were certainly surprised, but not half as much as I was.

I turned to Dumag out of curiosity and saw that he had the same look of concentration as before. "You're not using the crown at all?" I asked

The apparition suddenly dissipated as Dumag finally relaxed and shook his head. "It would not matter. Even with a focal gemstone, there is a limit to how much I can affect the world. It is impossible to draw milk from an empty goat."

I nodded as I looked at where the apparition once stood. "Good point. . . . I'm assuming you can take the gauntlet off now? It's not just stuck on your arm permanently?"

Dumag looked down at the gauntlet and experimentally flexed his fingers. He then reached down and pulled the gauntlet off, the metal warping slightly to allow his hand to slip out. In response to this removal, the gemstone embedded into the gauntlet faded from a pitch-black onyx to a transparent crystal. "It would seem so." Dumag replied as he looked at the newly altered gemstone. "It would also seem that this gauntlet was designed to morph in accordance to the wearer." He paused for a second as he seemed to think then suddenly reached out and offered the gauntlet to Bruga "Perhaps we should discover to what extent it will morph. Would you like to volunteer, Bruga?"

Bruga appeared to flinch back before quickly composing herself as Dumag presented the pale metal object. "Are you certain? What if it begins glowing again? We have already drawn a great deal of attention." She then turned to me in search of agreement. "Is it wise for us to do this? We have not even formed the guild yet and someone surely noticed the first change."

I gave the idea a minute to simmer before shrugging and gesturing at Dumag. "Maybe, I honestly have no idea what the fuck that was, but we won't know if we don't try. You don't have to put on the gauntlet if you don't want to, but we'll have to see what it's capable of if we want to use it. That includes anything that it needs to do when a new wearer puts it on." I turned to Brokil as I gestured at the gauntlet. "Want to give it a shot?"

Brokil was silent for a moment as he stared at the gauntlet. His face contorted minutely as he stood there, likely deep in thought. He finally nodded and stepped forward as he reached out his hand. "There is no harm in trying." Dumag hesitated for a second before giving the gauntlet to Brokil. Brokil let out a breath before slowly slipping the gauntlet on. The metal stretched slightly to allow his hand to slip in. The translucent gem glowed slightly as Brokil equipped the item before changing into a bright blue sapphire. Brokil let out an intrigued hum as he stared at the now sky-blue crystal. "Hmm . . . It would appear Dumag was correct. The gauntlet indeed changes to suit the wielder. . . Perhaps the glowing was meant to alter the gauntlet to the role of the wearer. A chief would have a different role in a city than a mage."

I gripped the gauntlet and turned it so that I could examine the gemstone, feeling the polished plates of metal making up the fingers as I did so. "Maybe . . . At the very least, we don't have to worry about someone trying to steal the crown. I'm pretty sure this transformation just made it unrecognizable for anyone that didn't know about it."

Brokil looked towards Dumag and nodded. "An advantageous development indeed. Though it would still be wise to store these items in the repository. Change or not, we do not wish to lose them before we build a safe of our own."

I nodded as I glanced down at my watch. 5:23 "Speaking of building. We better get to the papers. Bruga, you brought the forms?"

Bruga nodded as she walked over to her satchel and began rummaging through it. "I obtained some additional copies in case we needed them."

I gave her a thumbs-up as I looked towards Dumag. "We'll get back to the artifacts later. For now, we should get the ball rolling on this guild thing, especially so considering all the research we have to do. This could allow me to finally work on my spell ideas. I'm not well versed when it comes to magic right now."

Gremach and Salthu nodded, Gremach stepping forward to take a seat at one of the tables. "I look forward to studying the ideas you have. They might be as extraordinary as the metal detection spell you devised."

I nodded as I joined everyone starting to walk over to the table. "That's just a portion of what I know. Unfortunately, I had to rifle through that book to find out everything I needed. So, it'll be much more of a trial and error with anything else I devise. I hope that's not going to be a problem."

Salthu shook his head as he dropped into his chair. "It will not. It is no different than what most mages do when devising spells of their own. We merely have to accommodate for any other outsider magic you wish to introduce."

I nodded as Bruga finally set a pile of parchment on the table and began distributing them around. "That's good to hear. We can get started on research once we get the space figured out. Before that, we need to establish the guild."

Dumag suddenly let out a sigh as he looked at the paper he was handed. "I still find it maddening that we are creating a guild on the whims of a single individual."

Everyone turned to him and I leaned back slightly as I let out a breath. "It's not a whim if you consider all the repercussions."

"You considered for a moment. I hardly think would be adequate time."

I shrugged in response. "For most people, sure. I've developed a specialty when it comes to that though. It's why I wanted to become a mechanical engineer, engineer out problems most people can't or won't because of material cost or efficiency loss. Trust me, I gave this more thought than you think."

Dumag was silent for a minute as he seemed to consider my statement. He then let out a sigh as he turned back to the page. "Very well then. Let us begin then. The first thing we will need to start is a written statement of ownership of the guild house. The Institute does not wish for mages to operate a guild out of their dormitory. I assume you can obtain one?"

I scratched my head as I nodded. "I can head up to the Great Hall in the morning, talk to Dubak about the deed to the barn. It might take some convincing, but I think I can get it."

Dumag nodded as he looked down at the parchment again. "Next we will need an official title. Do you have one in mind?"

I drummed my fingers on the table as I considered the possibilities. " . . . Too many possibilities. . . . Can't narrow it down. . . ." I finally shrugged as I reached up and rubbed my chin. "Not right now, but that's less important than everything else. It's a semantic issue anyway, more art than anything else. Let's leave that for later. Besides, it should be a group decision. I can't be responsible for all the choices."

Dumag nodded as he looked at the page again. "Most wise. Onto the rest of this then." I nodded as we divided up the pages and began writing. The sounds of quill and pen were only interrupted by occasional discussion as we worked long into the evening.



Orthan, Son of Garthan



I muttered to myself as I finally planted the spade into the dirt beside the road. The departing Caravan was less than gentle when they traveled along the road. Graciously, they had avoided the barley on either side of the road, By the end of the day, treads had been gouged deep into the soil and father had tasked me with repairing the damage. "Of course this had to happen today. I was meant to meet Uloth tonight, but this just had to happen today. Thankfully it is finished now." I let out an exhausted breath as I looked up at the moon. It was still low in the sky. I had been at this for hours, shoveling dirt from my cart onto the road and tamping it into place. I reached down and yanked the spade out of the soil, tossing it into the cart as I grabbed its handles and started the trek back home. The pale moonlight barely illuminated the newly repaired road as the squeaking wheel joined my panting breaths. The gradually approaching tree line seemed like a welcome source of chill. The grass gently brushed my ankles as I walked. "I may have enough time to wash up and meet Uloth after all, but I shall need to hurry." I let out an exhausted sigh as I wiped the sweat from my brow. "That is if I have the energy to do so."

There was suddenly a soft clatter behind me and I turned to identify it. The moonlight shone on a barren stretch of road, devoid of all life and movement. I felt unwary as I gazed around for the source of the noise. I grabbed my shovel again and prepared for the worst. "Who Goes There?" I bellowed, attempting to sound intimidating. I stood there for a few moments with my heart pounding in my chest, attempting to obscure myself behind the cart. My bark was met with nothing but silence, not even the crickets wished to make themselves known. I took a step forward, again trying to appear a threat. "It Is Not Wise To Cross Me. Attempt Something, And You Shall Regret It." Again, silence occupied the land around me, broken only by the ruffling of grass in the wind. ". . . . It must have been the wind then."

I went to turn back when I felt someone grab me from behind and clamp something over my mouth. Panicked, I tried to swing at them but instead found my hands were grabbed by others. I struggled and began roaring in rage, trying to throw my attackers off. I found myself failing as they slowly dragged me to my knees and I heard a gruff voice mutter in my ear. "Do not fight. It will be over momentarily. Just relax." As he said that final word, I felt blackness creeping into my vision. I breathed deeper through the thing over my mouth and tried to fight the darkness, but instead, it seemed to grow faster and quickly envelop my vision. I heard one last declaration before the void finally took me and I lost all consciousness. "For the glory of Nione."
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Dexter



I breathed a sigh of relief as I climbed the crest of hill to the Great Hall. The caravan had left earlier in the week and with it my need for an escort. Now I could enjoy the gradually warming morning sun without care about any Ne'er-do-wells spotting me. I rounded the top of the hill and trudged into the thatch building as I stretched and popped a joint or two. I was met with the usual dim interior and array of tables that was the Great Hall, complete with sparse seating and Dubak at his throne. As it turned out, I wasn't the only one that needed a word with the Chief. A soil dusted orc stood in the center of the room. His arms were practically coated in dirt and his shawl seemed equally dirt-stained. His movements would occasionally drop specs of dirt as he practically pleaded with Dubak. "Contact the guilds if you must, but I beg of you to find my son." I leaned against a nearby pillar as I waited for Dubak to respond.

Dubak nodded as he gestured calmingly. "I assure you, Garthan, the city will be alert for your offspring. I shall also have the Institute relay a message to the guilds. If the disappearance is cause for alarm, they must be informed. Now please return to your home. I am sure your family eagerly await you."

Garthan let out a slow sigh as he stared at Dubak. He finally relented as he gestured and turned to leave. He faltered as he spotted me, deep brown eyes locking onto mine. He showed a visage of disdain as he stared at me. He resumed walking and deliberately maintained eye-contact, turning his head as he passed. I followed suit as I watched him slowly make his way towards the door. He finally turned away as he pulled open the door and left the hall. I turned back to the throne as I heard Dubak let out a sigh. "I just have the worst timing, don't I." I said out loud.

Dubak jumped slightly, evidently not noticing me until now. He relaxed as he noticed who it was. "It would seem so." He admitted. "Then again, some would call it an advantage. I assume you heard our discussion?"

I extended my hand and tilted it back and forth as I stepped out into the center of the room. "Just the tail end of it I think. Still, I'm glad he mentioned the guilds. It's kind of why I'm here."

Dubak gave me a quizzical look as he tilted his head back. "Is that so?" He asked curiously.

I nodded as I stopped in the center and folded my arms behind my back. "Probably not what you're thinking. I don't need any of their services. I need some kind of deed to the barn I'm staying in. I plan to continue working with the others I've gathered, and a guild seems like the most efficient way to do that."

Dubak's curious look briefly turned to shock before shifting back. A murmur of intrigue rippled throughout the hall as those in attendance heard my declaration. "A most ambitious proclamation," Dubak noted. "And what, pray tell, do you require with those papers for?"

I gestured towards the door I came in as I explained. "I plan to make it my base of operations. Technically your daughter made it so when she stuck my car in it, but I've kind of gotten comfortable in there. I need the deed so that I can register it with the Institute as a guild house. I'll try not to mess with the exterior too much, just make the interior suitable for a guild."

Dubak leaned back in his throne and cupped his chin as he stared at me. I could feel dozens of eyes on my back as I waited for his response. Finally, he lowered his hand as he sat forward again. "Allow me to ponder this for a day or two. This is a most unusual collection of circumstances. I must carefully consider my decision on this."

I nodded as I bowed slightly. "Of course. It's always wise to consider all the possibilities. My team still has papers to work out so we're okay with waiting."

Dubak nodded in response as he rested his thumb on his chin. "I shall send a messenger with a response once I have one. . . Know that it will be the only response given on the matter."

My face fell slightly as I nodded and bowed again. "Of course. I'll wait eagerly for your decision. . . . I wish you the best then." Dubak nodded as I turned and walked back to the edge of the Great Hall. I felt the eyes continuing to follow me as I left the Great Hall and began walking back to the barn.

"Unusually nerve-racking. Then again, an entire building is a lot to ask for, Champion or not. I better talk to the others about a backup plan. Might have to extend the timeline again. Maybe I can save up for another place nearby. It'll probably take a year, but I'll get there." I glanced down at my watch as I ran through what I needed to do today. "Classes, repository, study, experiments, guild meeting. Hopefully, that last one becomes official. If not, we can always just set it up as a meeting place. Either way, I should hope for the best but prepare for the worst."

I let out another sigh as I stretched and enjoyed the morning sun on my skin. "In any case, I need to learn more about magic, make that extempore stuff a priority. Magic without spells sounds useful. Then again, that might have to wait. A decade sounds like a long time to learn the basics again. That can be for later. For now, classes."



Dumag was unusually harsh in class today. He had us run extra laps for minor reasons and even introduced me and Amelia to a new form of punishment, something he called the demon chair. Admittedly, we were whispering to each other as he lectured. As punishment, he had me and Amelia press our backs to a nearby tree and position our legs so that they were bent in front of us at ninety degrees. We were practically sitting on nothing and had only our strength to keep us up. I felt my legs groan from the strain as we got into position and Dumag pulled out a small hourglass. "Considering you outsiders have such an affinity for stamina, I shall extend this punishment to a full five minutes. Use this time wisely and reflect on your actions." With that, he set the hourglass on the ground and walked away.

I stared at him as he walked away and went back to teaching the others. "What's wrong with him?" I asked strenuously.

I heard Amelia's voice reply from just outside my field of vision. "Something probably happened recently, something that's stressing him out."

I turned so that I could better hear Amelia's strained groans. "You think?" I asked.

I heard a grunt of affirmation as I saw Amelia's hands pressed onto her knees. "Dilated pupils, well pupil, a slight tremor in his hand, a bit sweatier than normal. Something happened recently because I doubt he'd do this yesterday."

I nodded as I glanced at the hourglass before turning back to the group. Dumag was gesturing deliberately as he lectured the group on retreat tactics. "We should ask him about it." I stated calmly. "Teacher or not, he's supposed to be part of our guild. If something is bothering him, we should help."

I heard another affirmative grunt from just out of my field of view. "He's agitated. Wouldn't be useful if he's agitated."

I shook my head as best I could with my back pressed against the tree. My legs were starting to hurt now. "It's more than that. If he's agitated, then something must be wrong. If something is wrong, then it must be painful for him to be agitated. I don't enjoy it when my friends are in pain." There was nothing but silence for a few minutes as we struggled against the tree. I glanced down at the hourglass to check how much time we had left. The sand was falling excruciatingly slow. "This is going to be a long class."



The rest of the class was spent sparring. Dumag had been particular with having me and Amelia sparring other mages. Just like before, the results were painful. The mage I was fighting was ruthless in his blows, hitting me hard but not hard enough to leave a mark. I also found myself grasping at my arm as his attacks flew around my shield and kept slamming into my shoulders. His smirk would always appear as I had to pause to nurse my throbbing muscles. Near the end of class, he took it a step further and smashed my cheek with a hard rock. I recoiled in pain as I clamped a hand over my face. "Son Of A Fucking BITCH! Deep breath. Breathe. Stay calm . . ." I took a shuddering breath as I closed my eyes and forced myself to calm down. "Confronting him will only make it worse. Just take it and move on." I wiped the dirt off and spat a wad into the dirt. It had a faint red tint. "That all you got?" I foolishly taunted. The mage's smirk turned into a sneer as he glared at me. He drew his arm back as a tiny pebble materialized in his palm. "I need to learn how to stay calm in a fight. . . Maybe Bulak could help."

I resigned myself to what would surely be a painful fate and prepared a shielding spell when Dumag's voice suddenly bellowed across the yard. "That Will Be All For Today. Return To Your Duties And Prepare For Next Class." A look of confusion then resentment flashed across the mages face.

He finally relented as he straightened and glared at me. "This is not over." He muttered as he walked away. I let out a sigh of relief as I release the spell and started limping over to my bag.

Amelia joined me as she nursed her forearm. "Are you okay? I saw that last one. It looked painful."

I nodded as I rubbed my cheek. He'd thankfully missed the glasses, but I was going to need an ice pack for the pain. "I'm fine. Let's go talk to Dumag." Amelia nodded as she grabbed her satchel and we walked over to Dumag.

He was busy with something in his satchel and didn't look up until we were just a few feet away. "What do you want?" He growled.

I gestured at him as I replied. "To know why you're acting like this. You've been stringent, but not to this extent."

Dumag scoffed as he closed his bag and began walking away. "I know not what you speak of. Now leave me. I have matters to tend to."

Amelia and I started walking briskly as we followed him. I walked around to his side and stared at his face as he tried to escape. "That's what we're worried about. Your matters might need more help than you think. Listen." I suddenly stepped in front of him and forced him to stop. "You joined our guild. That means anything that affects you affects the guild. Besides, you're our friend. You shouldn't have to do this alone."

Dumag glared down at me in silence. He finally let out a sigh as he relaxed as if a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders. "You truly wish to know?" He asked.

I nodded as I stared back at him calmly. "It's the only way we can help." I affirmed.

Dumag paused again before letting out a soft growl and rubbing his head. "I doubt you would be able to help, but if you must know my brother recently visited." I briefly smiled before Dumag explained further and my smile faded away. "It was not a merry reunion, it hardly ever is. One of his sons has gone missing. He was here to speak with the chief about forming a search party. I do not know the outcome of his meeting, but I do know this. He did not wish for me to interfere."

I paused as I remembered the orc in the Great Hall. "His name would happen to be . . . Garthan, would it?"

Dumag gave me a quizzical look. "How do you know that name?" He asked.

I internally cursed my luck as I let out a sigh. "Because I saw the end of that meeting. It doesn't look like Dubak is making it a priority. Garthan begged Dubak to let the guilds know about his son."

Dumag's eyebrow raised slightly. "He must truly be desperate if he asked for the guilds. Even as a youngling he did not fancy them." His face suddenly turned sour as he sneered. "Not that he fancied anything."

Amelia suddenly stepped beside me to address Dumag. "Okay, what is the story between you two? You were all aggressive today, but you talk about your brother like you're mortal enemies."

Dumag briefly seemed taken aback by the question but quickly recomposed himself. "It has always been this way. I nary remember a time when my brother was not insufferable. His reputation is irredeemable, and I am surprised he has not managed to destroy the family farm."

I tilted my head in confusion as I stared up at Dumag. "So why do you seem all worked up. If you hate your brother so much, why do you care that his son is missing?"

Dumag took a deep breath as he appeared to ruminate on the question. "Because I know where my grievances lay." He finally replied. I stared at him as he continued to elaborate. "Surprisingly, my nephew is nothing like my brother. He is a good spirit. I would hate for anything dire to have befallen him."

I paused as I explored the problem before jabbing my thumb at the door behind me. "So what's the plan? Are you going to make a search party of your own?"

Dumag shook his head as he gestured at the door. "I will not be making anything of the sort. My brother has been transparent concerning my interference. Even if I were successful, he would look ill upon me."

I shrugged in exasperation. "So what about his son, your nephew? Are you just going to leave him? What if he's in trouble?"

Dumag was silent as the question hung in the air, suspended by guilt and concern. He finally growled low and adamantly shook his head. "I cannot go against my brother's wishes. If he does not want my assistance, then he shall not have it. What comes about from his choices are on him." With that, he stepped around me and Amelia and started walking towards the door again. "I shall see you at the barn." He growled over his shoulder.

I turned to catch up with him, but Amelia put a hand on my shoulder. "Let him go." She said. "You're not going to change his mind right now. . . . Just let him stew on it. He needs time."

I thought for a second before letting out a sigh and nodding. "I guess so. Still, I hope he can find some peace. . . . Worrying about a relative can be tantamount to torture. . . . This might be what my parents are feeling. . . ." My face fell and my heart sank at the thought.

I felt the hand on my shoulder tighten and I turned to see Amelia with a similar look of depression, tears slowly creeping into her eyes. "You'll see them again." She said assuredly. "We just need time."

I let out a long sigh before slowly nodding and looking back towards the door. It was just closing as Dumag left the courtyard. "I hope you're right." I sighed.



Orthan



I awoke prostate on a chillingly cold and damp floor, neither fur nor sack in sight to bring me comfort on the hard stone. I sat up and looked around wildly as the events preceding my position went charging through my head. My eyes were met with bars of timber, bound together with rope and thread that exuded a strange aura. I reached out to tear at the bonds and free myself from this prison. "AAAAHH" I recoiled as the roped burn at my touch. I clutched my scorched digits to my chest as I looked around again. The darkness was slowly receding as my eyes gradually grew accustomed to the void.

A familiar voice muttered from the darkness and sent a chill down my back. "Our guest appears to have joined us again. Marvelous timing." A tiny wisp of light materialized and filled the dark space surrounding me. I blinked in surprise as I turned to the wisp and saw a dim candle flame slowly growing to cast a flickering light on the figures surrounding it. I cast my gaze to each of them as the small fire revealed them. They were stout, smaller than a fellow orc should ever be, at least in this number. They were a dozen or so in total, their faces obscured by black elven furs. The rest of their bodies were covered by similar fabrics, a strange material that seemed to be composed of many threads rather than a single skin. I turned to the figure holding the candle as he spoke again. "You should feel honored. You are to take part in a most righteous ritual, a ritual that will bring Nione what it needs."

I scoffed as I looked around at the prison they had built. "You must be mad if you assume you have my compliance. I would rather perish than take part in whatever scheme you have planned."

The figure holding the candle gazed at me with contempt then let out a snickering cackle. "He hahaha haaa. Quite presumptuous of you to think we require your permission. No no dear primitive. We only require your blood." I felt my heart grow cold as he emphasized the final word. I stepped into the center of the cage, as far away from the bars as feasibly possible, as I glared with as much contempt as I could manage. "You will not have it without a fight." I growled.

The figure appeared to smirk as he continued to gaze at me. "Hear that men? The primitive thinks himself a threat."

The other figures let out chuckles of their own and began heckling me as I felt my confusion grow. "You will not ambush me again." I insisted. "You mistake an arena for a cage. You enter at your own peril." The group burst out into laughter as I postured myself to best appear threatening.

The figure holding the candle wiped at his face as he attempted to compose himself. "Hahahhaha haaaaa. Aaah you primitives have such barbaric banter. Predictably, you are incorrect once more. We will be in no such peril. I foresee you failing to resist even the lowly wizard-slave we brought. He shall have your blood within moments."

I scowled as I clenched my fist and gave them a deadly glare. "They will attempt such at their own peril." I warned again.

The figure holding the candle chuckled as he snapped his fingers and gestured at a patch of darkness. "We shall see then, won't we." He sneered with confidence. "Retrieve the ingredient." He commanded the shadows. Out from the blackness stepped a new figure, shuffling forward as if in a daze but menacingly nonetheless.

I readied myself and raised my fists as I gave the figure a threatening expression. "It would be best that you betray that command, elf. You have neither the surprise nor numbers your masters used to defeat me. You stand no chance." The elf betrayed no emotion as he stalked forward. I tensed as I prepared for the strange magic he would surely use against me. Despite such resistance, I was caught off guard as the elf merely raised his fingers towards me then suddenly jabbed them heavenward. I felt a soft vibration at my wrists and looked down in time to catch a glimpse of the silvery bracelets gracing them before I found myself being yanked forward. I let out a cry of confusion as my arms were dragged downward and I was forced to my knees along with them. The bracelets dragged my arms through gaps in the cage and press my torso into the makeshift bars. I winced as a searing pain poured across my torso and I tried pulling away; to no avail. I felt my arms stretch as my newfound jewelry drew them ever closer to the shuffling figure.

My stomach dropped as I saw the dazed elf slowly reach into his robe and pull out an ornate dagger. The blade, handle, and guard created a swirl as it went from tip to pommel, ending in a clear bead to balance out the dagger. I braced my foot against the timber and tried to pull myself away from the burning sensation against my chest but only succeeded in stretching my arms further. The wood let out a groan as I pressed further and the figure shuffled forward slowly. I let out a roar of rage as my foot slipped and I found myself presenting my leg as well as my arms to the mysterious figure. I panted heavily as I looked up at the cloaked elf and released an angry growl. "Do what you will then. Your victory is empty; just as empty as theirs was. You have not the strength to truly face me. Your lot are cowards and weaklings and you will learn of an orc's wrath." The robed figure finally stopped and looked down at me with his cold dead eyes, drawing the knife up to strike. "Snakhagr will have justice, even against the wretched squabble of Nione."

The figure didn't react to my insults and merely stared, eyes glazed, at me. He paused and waited as if to taunt me. His wrists too were graced with silver bracelets. His throat carrying another accessory in the form of a leather collar with an emblem stamped disk of metal, barely bigger than my thumbs put side by side. The metal was stamped with Almar's infamous symbol. I scowled as the culprit of this atrocity was clearly labeled in my mind. The elf finally began to thrust the dagger downward, causing me to flinch. The thrusting blade suddenly froze as the elf holding the candle barked an order. "Stop." The figure obeyed and halted the blade just above my skin. The only source of light moved as the elf with the candle stomped closer and gave me a menacing look. I could finally witness his piercing blue eyes as he continued to sneer down at me. "You best learn well. It may be your last. Your pathetic forces could never hope to overwhelm us, let alone our city. We have cavalry, soldiers, innumerable armaments and artifacts that would rattle that primitive head of yours. What could make you think you have even a minute chance of success?"

I scowled at him as I panted, still wincing from the burning across my chest. "We have the will to fight, and ever-decreasing patience for your insipid assaults." I spat. The figure continued to scowl at me, eyes burning into me with contempt.

He finally scoffed and turned back to the dagger-wielding wizard. "Make it painful." He growled. I had but a moment to consider the words before a cold pain was suddenly driven into my right forearm. I let out a yell of pain as I felt the cold metal slice into my flesh. The pain was excruciating. I felt my body grow cold and my vitality drain as the elf deliberately sank the dagger into my forearm. I panted and squinted through the agony as I felt my heart quicken and I stared at the dagger. What I saw caused yet another chill to run up my back. The crimson fluid that flowed through me was being drawn up along the curved blade, flowing over the hand of the elf as the ichor converged on the clear stone at the end of the dagger. The stone drank the blood and turned a bright green hue. I winced as the elf twisted the dagger into my flesh before finally pulling it out with a flourish. I collapsed back as the bracelets no longer pulled on my wrists and the fiery pain across my torso dissipated. I quickly removed my leg from the cage's grasp and pressed a hand over the fresh wound.

I began to perspire as I stared up at the elf and watched him walk away. "This shall not go unpunished." I warned, feeling the blackness creeping in again. The elf holding the candle merely scoffed as he followed the robed elf. I watched his back recede from view and the small candle lowering as a soft click echoed about the cave. This was quickly followed by more sounds, muttering, rubbing, and grinding noises that I hadn't the strength to identify. The blackness quickly overwhelmed me again and I fell into slumber once more.



Dexter



The meeting that day was a little tense. Amelia and I knew what Dumag was scowling about as Bruga tried to subtly console him, but Salthu, Gremach, and Brokil were all in the dark about the events. We did our best to go through the new gauntlet's enchantment, frustratingly starting back at square one, but whatever had happened made it impossible for Brokil to separate any of them. I rubbed my head aggravatedly as I tried to remain calm, but it was difficult knowing that what was once a massive source of knowledge now only had practical applications. I finally shook my head as I turned to one of my near-empty binders. I was gradually running out of paper. I estimated another couple of months before I would have to rely on parchment for note-taking. "That or find out how to make paper en masse. . . . I should see if Jolagh would be interested in something like that. I'd just need wood pulp and some kind of adhesive." I shook my head and banished the distraction as I looked up at Brokil. "Let's work on plan B then. Do you know any place we could buy for a reasonable price?"

Brokil paused to consider for a minute before shaking his head. "I know none that would part with land for so little. If we had more resources, we could acquire a more local establishment. However, that is our limit at the moment. Anything we could afford, or even haggle for, would be far away from the city. This would prove dire for your education and our professions."

I nodded as I rubbed my head and tried to formulate another option. "If we have to buy something remote, then we'll have to mitigate the distance issue. . . Maybe we just stay here and still register the other place as our guild house."

Salthu shook his head as he leaned forward. "They would not tolerate such trickery for long. The guild house is meant to be a way for the guild to be contacted by the Institute and orc alike. Remaining here would defeat the purpose."

I sighed and rubbed my head. "Good point. . . Then we'll just have to up our mobility. Brokil, what's the maximum range possible for a beacon?"

Brokil let out a long sigh as he leaned back and crossed his arms, sinking deep into thought. "The effect would be stretched thin," He finally began. "but I might be able to construct a pair of beacons that allow us to teleport dozens of miles. However, I would need more ingredients. Wisp dust is the most essential. I would also need a much larger stone to enchant. Only the quarry would have the stone I need. I would also need time to enchant the stone, just one would take a week's worth of mana. There is also the matter of storing the stone."

I tapped the table in response. "The barn is fine. This is plan A. So if Dubak says no, we can at least use it to get to our guild house. I don't think we need permission for something like that."

Brokil paused for a moment before nodding. "Then I shall begin preparations. . . I'll need to make a trip to the wisp fields. Dumag, I may require one of your pouches." Dumag didn't respond to the request. Instead, he scowled ahead blankly as he breathed slowly. "Dumag?" Brokil prodded. Still, Dumag didn't respond. It wasn't until Bruga placed a hand on Dumag's shoulder that he finally responded to Brokil's query.

He blinked in surprise and looked around as we all stared at him expectantly. "I apologize. What were we discussing?"

Brokil shifted in his seat as he repeated his statement. "I may require one of your enchanted pouches. Would you mind if borrow one?"

Dumag paused for a minute then nodded as he turned and began rifling through his satchel. "If you truly require it." He replied gruffly. "Return with it posthaste if you will. I am out of skins to make more."

Brokil nodded as Dumag deliberately tossed the pouch in his direction and he caught it. "I should return in a few days. The wisp fields are a few days journey from here."

I gestured towards Brokil as I thought back to what Dubak had said. "You might want to hold off on that. The chief's reply should be here the day after tomorrow. There's no point in getting ready for something that might be unnecessary."

Brokil nodded as he slipped the pouch into his satchel. "Too true. In any case. We had better search for an adequate substitute for the guild house, preferably one within a dozen miles. Anything further would make the beacons more difficult to create."

I nodded as I leaned back and rubbed my head. "Hopefully it's not necessary though. This is just in case plan A falls through. Now that we have a plan for a remote guild house, we should finish up some of the registration papers. We'll fill in the last of the details once we know where we're going to set up shop."

The others nodded as we shifted our attention back to the registration papers. I glanced up at Dumag as he scowled at his papers. His eyes seemed to bore into the parchment as he read. I wouldn't have been surprised if a small fire suddenly sprang into existence in his hands. "Is there reason to be concerned about his nephew?" I asked myself. My memory of Dumag climbing the colossal statue floated to the surface. "He should be fine. If he's anything like Dumag, he'll be able to handle himself. Besides, he was gone for one night. I'm sure he'll turn up soon."
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Orthan



My vision was filled with pain as I slowly became conscious once more. I could hear a slow drip and the air was filled with the scent of mud after rain. Dry blood and sweat soaked into my shawl as I tried to focus on my predicament again. I let out a groan as I sat up and pressed my hand onto my wound. I felt a trail of dry blood running along my arm and staining the floor beneath me. Once again, the darkness surrounded me, trapping me in a strange place with impossible bindings. I peered around as I tried to find a glimmer of escape. My stomach sank as a gruff voice spoke from the darkness. "Do not bother. Your prison is enchanted. Only magic can undo the bindings."

I scanned the darkness as I tried to find the source of the voice. "No prison can hold an orc." I retorted. "Even enchanted bindings will break if the gods will it."

A deep chuckle echoed around what must surely be some form of cavern. I shakily got to my feet as I began turning on the spot, searching for the mysterious speaker. His voice was oddly familiar. "And what makes an orc? Is it your garments? Your weapons? What of your skin? And your tusks? If one could learn to recreate them, then they have no true significance. Even your mannerisms could be mimicked with enough repetition." A light suddenly flickered into existence behind me and I turned towards the source. My eyes grew wide and my stomach dropped as I saw the image before me. An orc with a smile running ear to ear was standing before me, cradling a small elven candle in his hand. His fingers were massive in comparison to the stick of wax. He was dressed in a large brown shawl and long loincloth. His wrists were bound in crude leather bracers that did little to contain the hair beneath them. I blinked in surprise as I sense a familiarity in his features. His dark hair was like my own, matted and resistant to any form of order. His eyes held a glint of green between the brown and his tusks tilted together slightly, much like my own.

I banished my confusion and let out a scowl as I glared at the stranger. "Traitor!" I barked. "You would ally with the slavers? They will betray you as soon as they are finished with you."

Strangely, the stranger began cackling in a familiar manner and my anger turned to shock as I stared at him. "Convincing, is it not?" He asked. He began rubbing his face as he spoke, eyes gazing off and fingers paying close attention to the teeth protruding from his lips. "The mage-slave was most skilled at potion-making before he was taken. He obeyed our orders beyond expectation. This form will be most excellent when we enter your capital." His eyes suddenly flicked to me and I flinched at his intense gaze. "They cannot hide the outsiders forever. Almar will have his pets returned."

I scowled at the stranger as I began to understand what had occurred. "How have you done this?" I asked. "How do you bear the form of an orc?"

The elf-orc smiled as he turned his head, revealing his slightly pointier ears. "Why, my simple savage, by your generosity. Why else would we require ichor from the likes of you?"

I looked down at my blood-stained arm as the realization dawned on me. "You plan to infiltrate the city." I gasped.

The elf-orc grinned wide as he turned back to me. "You are cleverer than the others, I give you that. Sadly, that does nothing for you here. We came to find the outsiders and we intend to return with them, living or dead. Nothing your city has can hope to stop that."

I sneered at him as he mentioned the outsiders. "You would be hard-pressed to find them. My father knows the chief. He would never leave the outsiders unguarded. He does not trust them enough for that."

Despite this retort, the elf-orc's face grew wider. "Then he would be kept in the prison. Your city has few places more secure and I doubt your chief would allow him to remain within the Hall." He then turned again and shouted at the darkness. "How go the remaining potions? Did the blood-dagger collect enough?"

I turned to the blackness as a new voice answered back, this one distinctively elven. "The stone has grown clear. We require more ichor to complete the transformations."

The first elf-orc grinned as he pulled his hand away from the candle he was holding and allowed the flame to cast its dim light about the cavern. The other elves had evidently been sitting there, lurking just beyond my vision. A few of them were clustered around a rudimentary surface, a slab of stone that appeared to be pulled from the cave wall at stomach height. Though for them it was perfect for a table. Other elves with the form of an orc were sprinkled about the cavern, redressing themselves to suit the body they now had. I turned back to the first elf-orc and glared at him. "You shall fail in your endeavors. My kind is not to be underestimated. You Will Face Their Wrath, My Wrath."

The elf-orc's lip curled upward in a sneer as he stared at me. "That lives to be seen. . . For now, " He suddenly snapped his fingers at the elves surrounding the surface. "Slave, fetch more ichor." I turned as the robed elf shuffled out from the group, eyes blank and expressionless. His gait was unchanged from when he first plunged the dagger into me. I brought my hands close to my chest and widened my stance as I prepared for what was to come.



Dexter



The next day passed by slowly. Brokil, Salthu, and Gremach had spent some time looking for someone willing to part with a bit of land. A bunch of other barns were on the cusp of our price range but were far outside our beacon range. Anything that was just inside our beacon range was somehow a lot more expensive than what the Institute was giving us. Prospects for buying a new place weren't bright. Nothing else interesting happened until my defacto-guild was trudging towards the barn.

The others were chatting between each other as I let my eyes grow unfocused and I mused on the listings we had found. I was doing my best to estimate how long we'd have to save up before we could finally afford any of the places. "Another month at least, that is if the boost to our allowance was as substantial as we thought. The Archive discovery has to be worth that much. If not, we might have to sell some of the artifacts. Kind of hesitant on selling a lot of them though. They have a technique of magic the city hasn't seen before. I want to help them, but I also don't want to risk giving away something crucial we didn't notice before. The manastones would be fine. They've had centuries to charge up and it's nothing new to them, even if they are still subpar quality."

I looked up as I noticed we were rounding the last turn to the barn. My eyes widened as I saw a familiar cylinder hanging from the hook next to the door. I heard the others suddenly stop as we all noticed the message dangling there. I started jogging as I felt my heart pounding from nervousness. I slowed to a halt and grabbed the roll, feeling a strange weight to it. I held it gingerly as I examined the exterior. It was designed exactly like the cylinder that had first appeared outside the door, swirling emblem and all. I turned back to the others as I let out a shaky breath. "We have an answer." I practically gasped.

Amelia rushed up and looked down at the capsule in my hand. "What do you think it's going to say?" She asked.

I tilted the length of wood back and forth slightly as I tried to compare it to the weight I'd felt so long ago. "It's hard to tell." I admitted. "We won't know until we open it." I looked up at the others as I let out another breath and forced myself to calm down. "Let's head inside. We can discuss his answer in here." They nodded and I turned to enter the barn as my heart continued pounding in my chest. "Why am I so nervous? It's just a letter. This is the difference between a lot of headache from traveling miles every day and a very convenient guild location. Plus, it can tell me how much Dubak trusts me." I shook my head slightly as I sat in the office chair and continued to stare at the roll, leg bouncing nervously as I did so. "Just open it. There's only one way to know the answer." I let out a slow breath as I brought a hand up, gripped the end of the capsule, and pulled.



Bulak



My arms stung as I ascended the stairs to my abode. The sounds of my footsteps echoed up the spiraling staircase. I was returning from a day of training, practice in anticipation of this year's harvest festival. I was determined to triumph in the Losh tournament this year, even if my inexperience was a disadvantage. I stretched my fingers and felt the soreness dissipate momentarily, joints aching from the momentary stress. "I must learn to last longer. The skills amongst the tournament are so closely match that it often becomes a battle of attrition. Training with Dexter gave me a good goal to reach in terms of endurance, but it is still a lofty goal." I looked up as I suddenly saw my father round the corner. His face was contorted in thought and he did not realize my presence before I made myself known. "Good afternoon, father." I said sheepishly, pausing on the step.

He looked up in surprise and his eyes lit up as they laid upon me. "Good afternoon, Bulak." He said cheerily, stopping just in front of me. There was plenty of room on the steps to pass me, but it seemed father wished to discuss for a moment. "I hope you are well."

I nodded as I lifted my arm and rubbed it. "A little tender, but otherwise invigorated." I answered. "And you?"

My father let out a sigh as he lifted his hand and rubbed his hair flecked chin. "I am pondering a recent decision of mine. Nothing you need concern yourself with. I am merely questioning my own judgment."

I tilted my head slightly as I looked into his deep brown eyes. "Do you believe you were mistaken in your choice?" I asked him.

My father let out another sigh as he pondered for a moment. "I am uncertain." He finally admitted. "This matter is complicated and there may be consequences I have not considered. However, I have often erred on the side of caution and this is no exception. As I said, you need not be concerned with this matter. I have made my decision."

I nodded as I gave him a reassuring grin. "And I am certain it was the right decision." I affirmed.

He nodded as his eyes grew unfocused and he sank deep into thought again. "Perhaps." He mused.

I nodded as I deftly moved past him and continued ascending the steps. "I had better leave you to your thoughts then." My father nodded as he looked up and watched me depart.

I took a few steps before I abruptly stopped as my father suddenly asked me a question. "Do you trust the outsiders?" The question rang up the steps as I slowly turned back down the stairs.

I paused for a second before daring to answer. "Do you speak of them as a pair, or of them as a whole?" I asked.

Father paused for a moment before answering. "Them as individuals." He finally replied. "How much do you trust each outsider? You have sparred with them. Surely you were able to learn something from it."

I paused as I considered for a moment. Their approach to combat was so vastly different. Dexter preferred to keep a consistent string of attacks and not allowing his opponent to slow down, wearing him down over time. It was an astute means of using his strengths. Overwhelming an opponent through sheer force of strength was nothing new but forcing your opponent to drain themselves was an intriguing tactic. He was effective too, dodging or deflecting most blows that came his way. But he was physically weak and more susceptible to damage than a normal orc. Amelia, on the other hand, was more precise, overwhelmingly receptive to my lessons on Losh combat. She would likely be able to master the art quite quickly. Though she is even weaker than Dexter. Even with Losh training, she'd be hard-pressed to be effective in combat. Though I suppose her aptitude for magic will allow her to make up for that.

I finally let out a thoughtful sigh as I looked at father. "What Dexter voiced when you first encountered him is true. He is nothing like . . . Him. His convictions are iron clad and I have no doubt he can be trusted. I believe Amelia is also to be trusted. She suffered beneath the same elf that has been a thorn in your side. I am certain both would wish to eliminate this thorn as swiftly as possible. Their actions appear to be building towards that exact goal, perhaps even Adympia as a whole. Though I am wary as to whether or not they will succeed in that lofty endeavor."

My father nodded as he heard my answer. "Most thorough. You have taken your tactical lessons to heart."

I grinned softly and nodded as I felt a sense of pride welling up within me. My face fell as I realized why he may be asking me. "Maybe I inquire why you asked?" I probed softly. "Do you not trust the outsiders?"

My father was silent as he seemed to ponder his next words. "Enjoy your evening." He finally answered. "I hope you are correct about the outsiders. It would be unfortunate if you are mistaken." My face fell as my father turned and continued descending the steps, leaving me to the silence of my own thoughts.



Dexter



My leg bounced rapidly as I pulled off the stopper and slid the contents onto the table. There were a total of two rolls in the capsule. Both had a familiar S symbol stamped onto them, one using green wax the other using blue. Curiously, they were addressed to different people. The one with green wax had ‘The Guild' written on the back while the one using blue wax had ‘Garahk' written on it. I stared at the pair of messages in confusion as my leg suddenly stopped bouncing. "The hell?" I exclaimed.

The others were giving the parchment equally confused looks. Dumag picked up the blue stamped scroll and examined it. "What manner of trickery is this? I thought our Chief would be more straightforward than this. Why would be present us with two scrolls?"

I picked up the other one and examined it, flipping it over in my hand to read the words and examine the stamp. Upon further inspection, I could see the wax emblem was slightly different from the one I had seen two months ago. There were a few more decorative strokes within and surrounding the S. Now that I had a closer look at it, the stamp itself seemed to be bigger. I ran my hand along the wax as I noticed flecks of gold within the green. The writing on the back was drawn using intricate calligraphy that would make most modern writers jealous. Yet it didn't detract from or muddle the final declaration written there. "The Guild." I mused curiously.

Bruga stood beside Dumag as he examined the words on the other bundle of parchment. "Why would the chief present us with a message for Garahk?" She asked curiously.

I flipped the scroll back over and ran my thumb over the wax seal as I considered. "Maybe this will give us some answers, it is technically addressed to us." They all turned my way as I pushed my way into the seam of the scroll and broke the wax seal. Everyone waited with bated breath as I unfurled the message, cleared my throat, and began reading aloud.

Dexter, Champion of the Butterfly,

I hope this message finds you in good spirits. I am impressed and intrigued by the initiative you have displayed. I have heard your discovery of the Archive has greatly benefited the Institute. You have also been said to show great promise during your lessons there, though you are still behind on your tasks. Most would be content enough to rest after such an achievement. However, you appear to lack that contentment and wish to create a guild for the denizens of Snakhagr. I have considered your request most thoroughly and have pondered each aspect of my decisions. You have shown resolve, honor, courage, and ingenuity, traits most suited for a guild leader. However, you have also shown insolence, immaturity, recklessness, and a general disregard for traditions.

I winced as I read the last sentence.

This has left me with uncertainty as to your next actions, something I find unacceptable for a common soldier, let alone one that has earned the title of Champion. This has left me with the dilemma of deciding whether to reward or punish this behavior. My support for your title was one matter. Your actions during the battle were unequivocally due for a reward, despite your insolence initially. However, your following actions created tension and turmoil within Snakhagr that I wish to appease. There are those that still despise your presence and presentation of a title. Nevertheless, my ponderings have produced a solution to this dilemma.

My brow furrowed as I read the last part of the letter.

Enclosed with this response is a message to Garahk. Please complete the forms you have been using and present it directly to her with the message. She will know what to do once she reads what is written. I hope the future shines favorably upon you and bring fortune in your endeavors.

Good tidings,

Dubak Farod

Chief of Gashur

The room fell silent as I finished reading. Everyone seemed just as confused about his response as I was. Dumag stared down at the scroll in his hand in disbelief. "What manner of trickery is this? That did not enlighten us in the slightest. How does he expect us to create a guild if we do not possess ownership of our guild house?"

My index finger tapped thoughtfully on the back of the letter before I turned it over to check that nothing else was there. There wasn't, besides the upside-down letters that I'd seen from the outside. sigh "I have no fucking clue. Out of all the ways he could have answered, this is probably the worst of them. . . . I don't even know what to do about this. This just asked more questions without giving me any answers." Amelia stepped beside me and began reading from the parchment in my hand. I handed it to her before beginning to pace around the barn. "The forms are almost done, but we still need proof of ownership to submit it. This was supposed to tell us if we have permission. Without it . . ." I let out a sigh and rubbed my face. " . . . The only thing we got from this is that message, which he was careful to avoid saying anything about it. . . . What would he even need to tell Garahk? Why would he want us to give her the message?"

Salthu let out a sigh as he rubbed his head. "Perhaps we have overlooked something. Has Dexter misread the letter?"

Everyone turned to Amelia as she continued to read the letter. Her eyes glided over the parchment and her mouth moved as she read. She finally let out a sigh before pressing her fingers to her lips thoughtfully. "It doesn't look like it." She finally admitted, bringing her hand down and running it along the page. "The wording is interesting though. He really gave this some thought. . . . Give me a minute."

I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head and mused over the letter. "What the fuck are we supposed to do?" I muttered. I couldn't recall the wording verbatim, but I could remember the general idea of it. "Good qualities and bad qualities. Reward vs punishment. No answer and instructions for a message. . . . What does the message say?" I turned to Dumag and the scroll in his hand. My mind started toying with the idea of finding out what was inside, using conventional and magical means. I bit my lip as I stifled the thoughts. "You don't know enough. There could be a number of enchantments and countermeasures that you don't know about. Plus, there's the physical integrity of the wax. You're not informed enough on how the wax binds to parchment. It might be impossible to undo the seal without breaking or melting it and you sure as hell shouldn't start trying to forge a fucking Chief's seal. . . . . Wait what if this is a-"

"I think this is a test." Amelia suddenly blurted out. Everyone turned to her as her eyes glided over the page. She looked up at me with an amazed expression. "Dubak is testing you. This is an exact scenario you've put him in, lacking information and relying on your word for the future. How else would he make you understand?"

My head tilted back slightly in realization and I let out an annoyed sigh. "Motherfucker, that's it." I exclaimed. "Of course that's what he would do. . . . Then again, it's a smart plan."

Amelia nodded in affirmation as she looked down at the letter again. "He chose his words carefully, making sure not to give anything away about his actual response. The only things we have to go on are his instructions and the message, the latter of which is not for us."

I nodded as I stifled my annoyance and considered our predicament. "But we can't submit incomplete forms, even with a message to Garahk. We need to know what to give the Institute, what to say our guild location is. Hell, I'm not even sure we should be giving this stack to Garahk. There's got to be an official process for this."

Amelia shook her head as she reread the letter again. "I think that's part of the test. He wants you to trust him enough to follow his instructions. He probably gave you the bare minimum to know what his answer was. We just have to find it."

I felt my annoyance rise again and I forced myself to let out a calming sigh before speaking. "So where is the information? We read the same letter. As you said, he was very careful with his wording. There's nothing in there that'll tell give us his answer."

Amelia nodded as she continued to gaze at the parchment. She seemed to think for a minute then suddenly flipped letter over and looked at the back, running her fingers along the letters emblazoned there. "I think I know what to do." She quietly muttered.



Garahk



My fingers danced gracefully over a length of wood, flakes gradually peeling off of their own accord and disposing themselves into a small bucket I had beside it on the table. The deep light of my study helped me focus my mind on the staff before me, a near replica of my own but with a few improvements from the years since I made my own. Instead of the sheer tower of wood, I had an array of divots to help the user grasp it. Instead of the messy mass holding my own focus, I had a deliberate socket in mind. I was using magic to ensure a precise outcome instead of the awkward fumbling I had been required to hand carve. I dipped my fingers into the wooden gem socket I had managed to create at the head of the staff as flakes continued to peel away from the item. I had consulted Sherkul on how best to shape it for the new gemstone I had created using the ‘autoclaves'. He recommended a cage-like binding best suited for holding spherical items. With magic, I was able to take certain liberties, but I would still need to create a snug fit if I wished for it to be effective in battle.

I began dancing my fingers back along the shaft of the staff when a loud knock suddenly emanated from the far door. The staff fell to the table with a clatter as my concentration was momentarily broken. I let out a sigh before calling out to the guest. "Who Goes There?"

The muffled voice of the outsider replied through the door. "It's me, Dexter. I have something for you." I scowled slightly before hobbling towards the door, staff clacking along as I went.

I pulled open the door and was greeted by the outsider's towering figure. His mouth curved up for a moment in a form of greeting. "I was told to give these to you." He said as he held up a stack of parchment.

I looked at them skeptically. "And who, might I ask, told you that?"

The outsider's head tilted towards the satchel on his back as he replied. "Dubak, ma'am. I also have a message he wanted me to give you along with these."

I nodded as I ran a thumb up the stack of parchment. I recognized the forms for guild registration all too well. I looked up at the outsider curiously and he gave me the same grin, only this time I saw a hint of apology behind the expression. "Why would I need to be presented with this? The Institute has a proper registration process. I cannot be bothered with every group that wishes to create a guild."

The outsider nodded apologetically. "Yes, I know about that, but Dubak gave me explicit instructions to give these to you once I finish them. The message for you probably explains everything."

I tilted my head to gaze at the satchel he had strapped to his back. Outsiders had such curious creations. "What is this message?" I asked.

The outsider shrugged apologetically. "I don't know. It has your name on it though, and a seal so I'm guessing it's only meant for you."

I took pause as I considered the circumstances. I finally relented as I gestured him inside. "Come then. Set those on the table over there. I shall read his message and do what I must."

The outsider nodded as he stepped into my study and moved toward the empty table I had indicated. He looked around curiously, much like a child in a marketplace. His attention was drawn to my half-finished creation on the far table. "What have you got going on there?" He asked, leaning slightly as he set the pile of parchment down with a thud.

I gestured to the staff as I moved towards it. "A long overdue improvement on my own armaments. Your curious creation has given me the perfect opportunity to create something better than the original, an opportunity that I hope you will be able to repeat in the future."

The outsider shrugged as he stretched, causing soft pops to emanate from his body. "If I knew more about chemical reactions I could. I think there's a way to turn sand into quartz, but I don't know enough. Plus, it would likely require chemicals and processes that I have no idea how or why they work. Damion would, but he's not here. So, as far as increasing crystal quality, the autoclave is about as far as I can go."

I nodded thoughtfully as I walked up to the outsider. "It will do for now. Now then, hand the message over. I must see what excuse Dubak has cooked up."

The outsider nodded as he released one of his arms from the strap and began pulling at his bag. It looked like he had performed this action on the satchel on countless occasions. The material opened smoothly with an audible rumble, allowing him ingress where none had existed before. I tapped my finger thoughtfully as I considered how I could go about replicating what allowed him to perform this action. "Here it is." He suddenly exclaimed, pulling a roll of parchment from his bag. He performed a quick motion and the tear disappeared as quickly as it had materialized with a second quick rumble. He then returned his bag to his back and held out the message for me to take. His arm appeared to tremble in nervousness. "I hope you don't mind all this. I'm just following Dubak's instructions."

I shook my head as I gazed at the seal, blue to indicate a deeply private matter. I took it from his grasp, parchment letting out an audible crinkle as he relinquished the message. "I will not if he gives me a good reason. . . Now then, run along. I am sure you have classes to attend still."

The outsider nodded hesitantly before shuffling back towards the door. He turned and gave an equally trembling wave goodbye before closing the door behind him. "Good luck with your new staff." His voice called as he disappeared from my sight. I stood in the softly glowing mage lights as I considered the possible contents of Dubak's message. Any number of excuses could have been within. He was well known amongst the council for his art of speech. If he so wished, he could convince a bear to relinquish one of his claws. I let out a sigh as I reached up and broke the blue seal. "No use delaying it. Let us see his reasons for this." I slowly unfurled the scroll and began reading, his calligraphy as precise as ever.

Garahk, Elder Mother,

I hope this message finds you in good health. If all goes according to plan, you will be reading this within the comfort of your study. The outsider will have given you a stack of parchment with an air of nervousness I have yet to witness. I apologize for not informing you directly, but I do not believe it would have been as effective were you aware of my intentions. The outsider has been a product of concern as of recent. His mere presence angers many and his actions do not quell this anger. Were he another common soldier, I would have him reprimanded in accordance with his misdeeds. However, since he has not breached a decree nor is an ordinary fighter, I must find more creative ways to ensure he keeps in line.

I levitated a chair over and sat in it as I continued to read, brow furrowing in intrigue.

He has requested permission to utilize his makeshift abode for a guild. I found it most curious that he did not request a more fitting accommodation, one that would be worthy of the Champion he has become. Perhaps though, his visions extend farther than anticipated. He may intend to mold the meager stables into a most prestigious guild, regardless of its exterior appearance. In any regard, I am officially giving him permission to do so. He may utilize and modify his stables as he sees fit. However, I do not wish him to know this directly. I wish to make my point more apparent. I ask that you delay the results of their application, three days should be adequate. I would also like you to create an addendum to their guildship announcement, one that will ensure their guild as a whole does not run wild within the city. Announce that the chief has given them permission to operate under special conditions. Since they have established themselves much closer to civilians than the others, they will be required to take care when performing experimentations of any variety. I will not tolerate undue harm to the residents of Snakhagr.

I smirked as I lent back and cradled my staff gently.

I do not anticipate the outsider bringing harm to the city, but this shall appease those that are concerned. If I cannot demonstrate control over my own soldiers, then I am no chief. Once more, I apologize for any inconvenience this may bring. I ask that you express leniency towards me in this regard and complete the registration as I have requested. I look forward to your next contribution to the great tribe of Gashur.

Good tidings,

Dubak Farod

Chief of Gashur

I let out a content sigh as I leaned back. The interruption had been inconvenient, but most alleviating as to how the outsider would conduct himself. "This would certainly ensure he acted in accordance with his duties. It could also stifle the resentment many would certainly feel at this development. Anyone rising in the ranks this quickly would certainly spawn jealousy, but his outsider nature meant the jealousy was more akin to resentment. This solution is far from perfect, but it would suffice for the moment, at least until the outsiders could prove themselves to all of Gashur. . . His ambitions for a united tribe just might accomplish that." I shook my head slightly as I rose from the chair and returned to my task. The papers could wait. Dubak had given me a grace period of three days.

I ran my hand along the rugged handle of the staff. It was almost complete. One last addition would make my gift ready. I reached over to a nearby box and pulled out a pure black gemstone, my hand straining slightly to contain the large rock. The telltale hole of the outsider's crystal method was only concealed by the dim room and coal-black color of the stone. I set the gemstone down with a thud and pressed my hand upon it. I kept a clear image in mind as I began an incantation and the onyx began to glow softly. After a moment there was a sharp crack and the gem split, dropping thin shards around the larger, now complete, gemstone. I picked it up and examined it, light glinting off its intricate faces. The once spherical crystal was now more egg-shaped, the hole through the stone now absent, perfect for the staff. I looked down at the wooden rod before me and waved my own staff over it, causing it to rise from the table.

I directed my staff to the empty head hovering before me. My focus began to glow as I began my incantation. The room filled with the sound of creaking wood as the head began to expand, opening to allow the crystal ingress. After a moment I deftly lowered the onyx into position and slowly released the spell, causing the wood to contract once more and bind the focus into place. I gingerly tapped the gem as I checked to ensure it was not at risk of shattering or slipping out. The onyx held firm in its place as it continued to glint in the light. The wood bindings now split the gem into five faces, one for each cardinal direction and a fifth resting atop. The stone would not soon be removed without destruction or enchantment. I lifted the staff from its levitating position and examined it briefly.

It was certainly an improved version of what I carried. Once it was enchanted it would become a most excellent focus for all manner of magic. . but it was not built for me. I turned and carried it to a dark corner of the study. I gently lowered the base onto the floor and rested the head against three other staves, each holding a different gemstone of their own; a ruby, a sapphire, and a piece of quartz. I let out a sigh as I looked at my craftsmanship. "Nearly done," I assured myself, turning back and hobbling over to the table. "Just three more," I muttered as I reached beneath the table and pulled out a virgin cut of wood. I levitated it above the table and repeated a prior incantation, flakes of wood beginning to peel from the length of wood. I let out a sigh as I began depositing the pieces into the bucket. "Perhaps I shall create mine next. It may be selfish, but I am eager to gaze upon my own focus staff. Umhra's and Mogak's staves can wait a while longer."
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Dexter



I did my best to stifle the trembling in my hand. I hardly ever did things that I wasn’t at least mostly sure of the outcome. The forms? I had no idea what would happen to them. I trusted Amelia’s hypothesis, but some part of me still wasn’t convinced. “We had put the barn’s address for our guild house. The recipient of the scroll was the basis for that decision. Why else would he give us a message that addressed us as a guild? Then again, it might have been a trick to give us false hope.” I shook my head as I focused on the future. What’s done was done.

“In any case, this didn’t exclude us from further applications. It just wasted our time and forced us to pick a new home base. If I recall, Brokil should have left for the wisp fields already. He’d be back in a couple of days, but not after we’d received an answer. That won’t be for four or five days. All I can do now was wait.” I turned and started walking down the hall. I had a class to attend.



Vulen



Sweat continued to pour down my face, a constant facet of my imprisonment here. They somehow always kept this cell in sweltering heat. I had heard the orcs could withstand immense temperatures, but not to this extent. The food and water they supplied was barely enough to sustain me. My head ached without water and yet I found myself still able to perspire. I had taken to lapping up what I was able to just to gain a modicum of comfort. Even my own sweat could serve as a means to preserve my health, undignifying as it was. I wiped a hand across my brow in an attempt to find relief from the sweltering heat. However, my efforts were in vain.

I looked up as I heard footsteps echo down the hall. The usual jeering of prisoners followed the guard as he grew closer. I slumped slightly as I felt contempt well up within me. The primitives had no notion on how to care for their prisoners. Yet I found a strange kinship with the ones that were trapped here with me, imprisoned against a common enemy. I awaited for the guard to pass my cell, eager to hurl my own insults.

I grinned to myself as the footsteps grew ever closer. tp . . . tp . . . tp The sounds of jeers grew louder. Finally, a large figure looked into view. He scanned the cell opposite me then my own. His blue and green eyes faltered as he saw me lying against the back wall, legs shackled in large iron braces. I sneered at him as his footsteps suddenly stopped, his figure frozen in midstep. “Like what you see, you primitive?” I jeered. “I suppose you lot never get to see the magnificent form of us elves. You are too preoccupied with your petty squabbles to be worth trading with. Good riddance too. I doubt your kind understands what trade is, let alone can comprehend one that is fair.” The guard stepped closer, his tilted tusks coming into view through the bars of my cell. I smirked up at him. “Does the outsider finally wish to interrogate me? I’ve been aching to know what puny methods his kind have concocted.” The guard gave me a confused look. I smirked wider at his surprise. “Do not think I don’t know why I live. I did not become a commander through force alone. It is no secret to me that the outsider ensured my survival. Why else would my punishment reduce once he made his taunting visit?” The guard gave me a strange look, I would almost call it familiar. My smirk died as I suddenly noticed a trail of sweat running down the guard’s forehead.



Dexter



Nothing was able to quell my nervousness for the day. I tried to go on like normal, but my mind produced a steady stream of what-ifs that made it hard to concentrate. I was little more than an observer as Amelia, Bruga, Salthu, and Gremach discussed getting the stone for the waited beacons.

Amelia shook her head insistently. “There’s no point in going to the quarry until we have an answer. If we had the stone we’d need a place to keep it. That’ll just take up space and funds we can’t afford right now.”

Bruga gestured about the barn. “You were perfectly willing to harbor the beacon before. Why can we not keep two uncut stone in here?”

Amelia shook her head again. “Space isn’t the only issue.” She turned to Salthu and Gremach. “I’d imagine the stone would eat a bit into your current funds?” She asked.

Gremach nodded and grunted in agreement, but Salthu shook his head. They looked at each other and Salthu quickly defended his position. “We have ample funding from our discovery of the Archive. We can allow ourselves to purchase the stone for a beacon or two.”

Gremach shook his head in disagreement. “We must be frugal with our funds. Our research is liable to be resource-intensive and we may require larger purchases in the future. If we wish to replicate the enchantment upon the Institute when we would need to accumulate a large number of manastones.”

Bruga pointed towards Gremach. “That may soon be a minimal problem if I recall. The outsi- Dexter has presented the institute with a method of creating crystals of the utmost quality. The first crystals will available to the student body in the storehouse in a few weeks. I am not certain of the price, but it should allow us to supply the mana for an inner expansion enchantment.”

I glanced at Dumag as Amelia, Bruga, Salthu, and Gremach continued this roundabout discussion. His eyes were unfocused as his index fingers tapped together thoughtfully. I let out a low sigh as I quelled my own concerns. “Any word on your nephew?” I asked curiously.

Dumag’s fingers stopped tapping and he turned to glare at me. “I do not understand why you concern yourself.” He muttered angrily. “He is not your kin, nor is he useful to you. He is little more than a missing farmboy. My brother would not allow him to be more than such.“

I shook my head insistently. “That’s not why I’m asking. He’s in danger and needs help. It doesn’t matter what he can provide and it doesn’t matter if he’s related to me or not. He matters to someone."

Dumag sat silently as the others continued discussing. He finally let out a low sigh as he shook his head. "I cannot be swayed to betray my brother's wishes. It would only tarnish his image of me." I continued to gaze at him as Dumag avoided eye-contact.

I finally let out a sigh of my own as I rubbed my head. "That wasn’t my question. I don’t want you to betray anyone. I just want to know if the city has made progress on finding him.”

Dumag let out a low growl as he turned to the others. “I believe we should caution ourselves in regards to our funds.” He stated. “The stone required for the beacons would be a great risk to us. There is a chance that we have no immediate need for them nor a means of recovering our losses. It would be more prudent for us to await the announcement of our new guild. That way we can be assured that our funds are not wasted.”

Salthu shook his head insistently. “It would still be beneficial if we applied our knowledge to an item. Even if we do not use the beacons, we may still be able to sell them once they are complete.”

It was Gremach’s turn to disagree as he shook his head. “There are sparse few that would be able to afford such powerful beacons, let alone use them. If we were to create the beacons, we would be the only ones with a reasonable purpose.”

Bruga voiced her disagreement at the idea. “Certainly the other guilds would find a beacon useful, if cumbersome. If we create the beacons we could build our reputation by providing them to one of the guilds and as Salthu mentioned, we can recuperate our loses as such.”

Amelia let out a low sigh. “Something that big would take time though, time that we could be using to focus on other things. Hell, I’ve been meaning to look into Levitate for an improvement on the spell. Now that the guild is made, this could be the perfect opportunity to do so.”

Dumag gestured to Amelia in agreement. “The outsider is correct. Our efforts on the beacon would bear lesser fruits than other courses of action. In any case, we would still require a greater source of funds if our need for the beacons are true. Our second beacon needs its own home, does it not?”

Salthu let out a sigh as he dropped his head into his hand. “You underestimate how sought after such a beacon would be. We could-”

I raised my hand, interrupting what he was about to say. “I don’t think this discussion is going to change anyone’s mind,” I stated firmly. “Let’s just leave it to a vote.”

The orcs looked at me in confusion as Amelia nodded in agreement. “That’s probably for the best. We might be debating this all day. At least then we can decide what to do.”

Bruga leaned forward as she turned to Amelia. “How can we be certain a vote will decide the best action? If we do not consider all our options, we will fall prey to error. If we are to become a guild, we must make decisions that will best benefit the guild.”

I nodded as I gestured calmingly. “That’s the thing though,” I explained. “We can’t be certain what our actions will bring about, nor about the events of the future. Sure, we can reason out how people or events will behave or turn out, but there’s still a margin of error that we can never account for. Case in point, the letter we received yesterday. All possibilities pointed to a yes or no answer from the chief, but the one we received suffered from a Schrodinger-esque paradox. It was neither yes nor no. Instead, it was an in-between that we still don’t have an answer to.”

Amelia gestured to me as she continued. “Exactly. Even if we were to reach a consensus, we don’t exactly know how our decision will play out. Our decision could end up being the wrong one. So there’s no point in trying to get everyone to agree on our actions if the results of them are unpredictable. We might as well just vote for it and skip the time it’ll take to reach a consensus for something like this.”

I nodded as I glanced around. Brugo, Salthu, and Gremach didn’t seem convinced, but Dumag was staring at the two of us intriguingly. “We don’t have to, but we’ll be more effective if we decide on a means of directing the guild. There’s no way all of us will agree all the time so we might as well go this route to minimize the time we spend discussing an issue.”

Gremach shook his head as he let out a sigh. “We should not decide our actions without discussing them. It is foolish to not consider all matters.”

I nodded in agreement. “That’s a good point. Which is why we’ll discuss a proposal if anyone has them. For now, I think we’ve covered all the bases for getting the stone for the beacons. I say we put it to a vote and settle what we’re going to do. That way, we can move onto other proposals. Amelia was right, the beacons aren’t the only means for us to build our hypothetical reputation. That radar spell was just the surface of what may be possible if we utilized human mathematics.” The room fell silent as the others pondered the idea. I glanced at everyone as I tried to gauge their expression. I couldn’t see any apparent support or rejection of the idea. So, I decided to push forward. “All those in favor of getting the beacon stones?” Bruga and Salthu hesitated for a moment before raising their hands. “All those opposed?” Amelia, Dumag, Gremach, and I all raised our hands. I nodded as we lowered our hands. “The opposed have it. Let’s move onto another proposal. Amelia, you said you wanted to improve Levitate?”

Amelia nodded as she tapped her chin. “I had this idea back when we first learned it, but classes and the Archive made it hard to make time for creating the spell. I told it to Brokil, but I don’t think he’s really had time to test ouy something like this. In order to test it, he’d need a strong enough mage or a lot of manastones. Now that we have the guild, we have the perfect opportunity to try it out.”

I nodded in agreement as I pointed to her. “I think I have my own idea of an improvement. Levitating one object at a time is okay, but if we need to levitate multiple objects that add up to ten pounds then we’ll need to cast more than one spell to get all of them. If we can compress the spell into some kind of ethereal object we could easily manipulate more objects with a single spell.” I turned to Gremach. “Does that sound like something that’s possible.”

Gremach tapped his fingers along the table as he considered my idea. “Perhaps. . . . I heard a rumor that the elves had created such a spell. However, I know not what sort of magic could create an ethereal projection. Such a modification may take time to create.” He turned to Amelia. “What of your improvement? What outsider concoction do you plan to incorporate?”

Amelia pointed towards Salthu as she explained. “I explained it to Salthu when I first met him. It’s not so much an outsider concept as a spell designed around the mana discount mages sometimes have. If we reduce the time interval for the spell, we can use the same amount of energy to lift more. With our discount, we’ll be able to lift up to hundreds of pounds without providing any mana. We’ll be able to use it a lot more effectively. I’m honestly surprised I haven’t read about something like this.”

Salthu nodded as he rubbed his head. “I recall that conversation. I considered the effects your idea would have. Your proposal may be viable. It would also be much simpler to create than Dexter’s. However, the change would cause the spell to take much longer to cast. It would also take a considerable amount of time to create the enchantment and learn to cast effectively. There is always a price to be had for such a spell, improved or not.”

I let out an intrigued hm as I considered what he said. “If that’s the case, we might want to work on only one improvement for right now. It’ll be better if we focus on one to finish it quickly than to divide our attention and take longer than necessary.”

Dumag nodded in agreement. “Does this require another vote?” He asked.

I drummed my fingers on the table as I thought about it for a bit. “Definitely.” I eventually replied. “We could do it now if you guys want unless you think we should discuss the two spells first.”

Bruga nodded insistently. “I would prefer we deliberate. It is unfortunate that Brokil could not be present for this. His experience would be invaluable to this discussion.”

I nodded as I glanced at one of the empty chairs. “You’re right about that. He might be able to tell us more about what’s possible right now. In any case, who wants to go first?”



Vulen



I jumped to my feet as I realized who stood before me. No orc had ever broken a sweat, even in this sweltering heat. That meant the figure before me was no orc. The disguised elf jumped in surprise as I gave him a deadly glare. I glanced towards the walls of my cell as I chose my words carefully. “Has Almar finally decided to retrieve his commander?” I asked pointedly, keeping my voice barely above a whisper.

The orc glanced to either side of himself before turning back to me. “Perhaps.” He replied slowly, mimicking my own muttering.

I scowled at the now obvious elite before me. “Why else would he send the likes of you?” I spat. “No other person is here is more indisposable than me.”

The elite smirked as best he could with the tusks sprouting from his jaw. “You overestimate your worth.” He sneered. “Almar wasted no time in appointing a new general, one certainly underqualified for his duties.”

I furrowed my brow at his confidence. He must be mistaken. He would not treat me with such disregard. “Surely that is a temporary solution.” I reasoned. “Almar cannot be seen without a commander. Hence, he sent you to retrieve me as quickly as you could.”

The elite shook his head as he continued to sneer. “Almar was more concerned about his lost outsiders.” He replied coldly. “That is who we were sent to retrieve. Your presence was not even mentioned to us.”

I growled angrily as I gritted my teeth. “Then why would you venture into the prison? Surely you know they are not here. This is the last place they would be taken.”

The elite let out a low growl and turned his head back down the hallway. “Is that so.” He muttered.

My eyes widened as the realization dawned on me. “Don’t tell me you did not know this.”

The elite let out another low growl at the notion as he turned to me, his green and brown eyes staring daggers at me. “Unfortunately, our presence in the city was only now established. We have not yet convened to determine the location of our targets.”

I snickered as I realized what stood before me, not the towering all-knowing visage of an elite, but an elf that was fumbling around an unfamiliar city. I felt like taunting him again, but then a new idea crossed my mind, my aching and throbbing mind. It was my turn to smirk as I turned to the elite outside the bars. “Perhaps you are here to rescue me then,” I said slyly.

The elite gave me a curious look. “What makes you certain of that, Vulen?”

I chuckled as I approached the bars, ankle chains clinking loudly as I trudged over. “Because I have the information you seek. As I said prior, I did not become a commander through force alone.”



Dexter



We spent a good ten minutes talking through the two potential modifications. Amelia’s was definitely more centered on use for mages. I just wanted a spell with more versatility. Single target enchantments were definitely a disadvantage overall. Though, I could see the difficulties of adding something entirely different, something the orcs had never had to use before. I rubbed my chin as I considered the modification more thoroughly. “I’m not even sure what the projection would be shaped like. Would it be like amorphous or would it be shaped into a body part? What would be an effective shape for our projection? Octopus tentacles are pretty versatile. Maybe something like that would be effective. Then again, it might limit the range of the projection, especially if it needs an anchor.” I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head. “I think we’ve talked about this idea for long enough.” I finally voiced. “I don’t think there’s much else to talk about with these modifications. All those in favor of my idea?” Dumag and I quickly raised our hands. I stifled a growl of annoyance as I lowered my hand and quickly moved on. "Those in favor of Amelia's." Bruga, Amelia, Salthu, and Gremach all raised their hands.

Amelia smiled as they all lowered their hands. “I guess that settles it. When should we start?"

I glanced at my watch. 6:52 "We should hold off until tomorrow." I replied. It's getting pretty late."

Amelia nodded as she leaned back in her chair and stretched. "That's alright. We have to wait for the Institute to approve of our application anyway. Hell, with all of us we might be able to finish the modification before they give us an answer."

Gremach shook his head at the idea. "With Borkil absent, it could take at least a week of work to properly create the modification. Only a miracle would allow us to complete such a spell so quickly.”

I waved off his concern as I let out a yawn. “We’ll be fine. He’ll be back from the wisp fields in a couple of days, possibly when we get our answer. Where exactly will the Institute make the announcement anyway?”

Dumag gestured towards the door as he explained. “There is an announcement board near the inquiry desk. They shall likely post their decision there. If we are approved they may also send us a messenger directly. Nothing else is known until then.”

I nodded understandingly as I let out another yawn. “Good to know. Our job will be a lot easier once we can start selling artifacts of our own.” I turned to Dumag. “Let us know if you want to start examining the crown or gauntlet. We might not be able to learn anything from them anymore, but we can at least learn their limits. If they can enhance this extempore stuff, you might want to familiarize yourself with using them.”

Dumag nodded as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I advise we make a priority to create artifact storage of our own. The Institute will be able to protect the greater artifacts, but there are still smaller artifacts that would be inconvenient to store in the Repository.”

I nodded as I glanced at the table holding the artifacts from the Archive. “We can ask Urog about a safe. If anyone I’ve met knows how to make one, it’ll be her.” I turned back to Dumag. “ Will you be able to do that expansion enchantment on something like that? It won’t be our permanent storage, but it’ll be a good place to stick what we already have.”

Dumag let out a low hum as he glanced at the table. “Perhaps. I would need time to properly enchant it. Metal is unlike animal skins, there is a degree of difficulty for complex enchantments when applied to a metallic object.”

I raised my eyebrows at that fact. “Really? I didn’t know that.”

Dumag nodded as he explained. “It does not make the enchantment impossible, but it makes it more difficult. Crystals and skins are the easiest to enchant. Wood is moderately more difficult, but metal is the hardest to properly enchant, especially for high-level enchantments.”

I nodded as I glanced at my watch again. 7:04 “I’ll make a note of that. For now, we should turn in for the day. We’ll start modifying Levitate tomorrow.” The orcs nodded in agreement as they stood and stretched.

Dumag turned to me as he gestured to the pile of artifacts on the table. “It may be wise to acquire the storage earlier rather than later. Notify me if you wish to enchant the storage. A building is difficult, but I should be able to manage a lockbox.”

I nodded as I stretched and cracked my knuckles with a pop. “I might go down to Urog while we work the Levitate enchantment. I’ll fill you in once I know more.” Dumag nodded as he turned to follow Bruga out the door. Once the orcs had left, I let out a long sigh as I rubbed my face and thought back to the mystery letter.

Amelia voiced her concerned as I let out a low groan. “Nervous?” She asked.

I let out another sigh before shrugging. “I trust your judgment, but that doesn’t stop me from second-guessing the decision.”

Amelia nodded as she scratched her head. “All evidence seems to point to it being the right choice, as few as they are. We just have to be patient.”

I nodded in agreement as I glanced towards the table of artifacts, musing about their possible applications. “There’s a lot we need to build up if my plan is going to work.”

I heard Amelia let out a small hum as she nodded. “Any ideas so far?” She asked.

I paused for a minute as I considered, musing over the resources and tech they had now versus what I can make out of them. “I might try a compound bow.” I finally replied. “If Urog can shape the metal properly, I can retrofit a wheel mechanism and get something similar to a compound bow. It definitely won’t be perfect, but I might be able to trial and error my way into something with the power of a longbow without the stamina cost of one.”

Amelia let out an understanding nodded as she glanced towards the door. “And the tribes?” She asked. “Any ideas about how you’re going to get them to cooperate?”

I let out a long sigh as I recalled everything I knew so far, not much to be honest. “I’m still lacking information,” I admitted. “The plan is to learn about what goes down at the harvest festival and see if I can gain a reputation amongst them. Hopefully, I can increase Gashur’s influence using the tech I make. Shurkul told me he sold some steel to those merchants. So, that’s already one thing they hear whispers about. I just got to make more with what they already have.”

Amelia nodded thoughtfully as she glanced at the table of textbooks. “We should think about introducing them to electricity. Even if we can’t make a generator right now, we might be able to enchant a battery to hold a constant charge, as little as it may be.”

I nodded as I rubbed my face. “That’s an idea, but keep in mind what Dumag just mentioned. Metal is harder to enchant so I imagine other objects would find difficulty as well.”

Amelia shrugged as she leaned back in her chair. “We won’t know until we try.” She countered. I nodded as I tapped my head thoughtfully. “It’s a possibility, but we don’t really know how to build a battery, at least in practicality. The theory is nice, but actually making the materials is a different story. Then again, Amelia is right about trying. It can’t hurt too bad to experiment. I’ll need more acid if that’s the case. Hopefully, the Metallurgy and Materials book has a table on lead alloys. That might be the place to start.” Amelia’s voice suddenly penetrated my thoughts. “What about your sword skills?” She asked. “Are you planning to improve your proficiency with that?”

I glanced over at the chair holding my sword. I hadn’t found a need to wear it to the Institute as of recent. I might have to change that if I want to become comfortable with the weight. “I’ll have to go to Bulak for that.” I finally replied. “There are probably other places to train, but she’s the best person to teach me at my current pace. I’ll have to add that to the list of priorities.”

Amelia nodded thoughtfully as she let out a sigh. “What about right now?” She asked. “What do you think we should do before heading to bed?”

I let out a hum as I tapped my fingers to my palm. “I still have a handful of assignments to catch up on,” I admitted. “One of them, annoyingly, is an essay early spell construction. It’s really tedious not to have a computer for stuff like that.”

Amelia chuckled as I mentioned the computer. “If you want, I can help you with it. I might not be as good as a spellchecker, but I can be a good proofreader for something like that.”

I let out a sigh as I thought about what I needed to do to turn the assignment in. “Two feet of parchment. Definitely something I can fill in easily, but spelling mistakes and grammar errors aplenty are liable to happen. Plus, she might be able to help me fix any historical mistakes I make..” I eventually grinned as I nodded and turned to her. “Sounds like it’ll be fun.” I finally answered.

Amelia grinned and nodded as she stood and walked over to my seat. “We should start now. That way we’ll have plenty of time to sleep.” I nodded as I pulled out my notebook. Amelia took a seat beside me as I pulled out a pen and began writing.



Vulen



The elite gave me a skeptical look as I grinned maniacally at him. “What assurance do you have that you have the information we are looking for?” He asked.

I continued to grin as I gripped the bars of my cell. “Because I am a commander. I know when information is useful and when it is not. I am certain I know where the outsiders are and where you can find them, but I will not give you this information freely. You must do a favor for me in return.”

The elite’s brow furrowed, sweat continuing to drip down his green skin. “And what, pray tell, is this favor?” He asked.

I felt my grin grow wider as I gripped the rough iron. “You must return me to Nione,” I demanded. “I am of no use to Almar here. I will be able to return to my duties and bring glory to Nione once I return.”

The elite scowled down at me skeptically. “Under what assumption allows you to think I will be able to accomplish such a feat?” He growled.

I scoffed at the notion. “I know your methods. It is never a matter of if you can accomplish a task. It only matters how visible you wish your task to be.” The elite continued to glare at me through the bars as I felt my knuckles grow whiter. “In this case, I expect you would wish to hide this task, what with the outsider you were here for and all. If you wish for this to continue to be the case, I suggest you make a choice soon. The longer we speak the more of a chance a real guard rounds that corner.” The elite glanced to his left as he gazed towards where he had come. I grinned as I saw his apprehension at the idea of being caught. “You know I have merit.” I continued, causing him to turn back to me. “It is only a matter of your conviction to my escape and how desperately you desire information on the outsiders.”

The elite continued to scowl at me as a trail of sweat slowly dripped down his head. “How much could you possibly know about the outsiders?” He spat.

I continued to grin as I stared up at the elite. “More than you can imagine. These walls have ears, after all.”



Dexter



I let out a sigh as I finally completed my essay, writing the last sentence out with a slow flourish. “I really hate that I can’t print this out,” I muttered. “Legibility has never been my strong suit.”

Amelia gestured dismissively as she read from the page I was writing on. “It’s not that bad. As long as the professor can read it, you should be good.”

I groaned and nodded as I read. “Hopefully,” I remarked. “I’d say things would be better if I had my computer, but I don’t have a working printer. Plus, I definitely don’t have the electricity to work my laptop or old desktop.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced at the car. I’d elected to place all my electronics in there; computers, hard-drives, and the handful of power tools I had. The power tools were at less of a risk, but I wasn’t about to let them get waterlogged and become useless. “We’ll think of something,” Amelia assured me. “We just need time.”

I nodded as I rolled up the parchment I’d been writing on. “I just wish we had more information. That Metallurgy book is nice, but it has limits. It tells me everything I need to know about the materials, but not how to combine them into something meaningful. The textbooks can do that, but not the specific quantities I need. I can make the basic materials, sort of, but I don’t know how to properly combine them to make anything useful.”

Amelia nodded thoughtfully as she pursed her lips. “Now that you’ve completed that, do you want to work on your other assignments? Or should we just head to bed.” She asked.

I stifled a yawn as I glanced at my watch again. 8:26 “I should be able to finish up one or two more assignments.” I remarked. “Do you think you’ll be able to help me with that?”

Amelia grinned and nodded as she gestured at the binder beside me. “Let’s get started then.” I grinned in kind and pulled the binder closer as I read my notes on transformative magic. “Jesus that magic is complex. It’s going to be a while before I learn the basics of that. Well, right now time is all I have.”



Vulen



The shackles binding my wrists weighed heavy on my arms. I slumped my shoulders as I was led through the jail. I kept my head bowed and my eyes on the floor as my footsteps echoed along the walls. Other prisoners jeered my way as I walked past. I sneered internally at their barbaric nature. “Taunt all you wish. You primitives do not have the sense to escape your captors.” I thought angrily. I was suddenly and roughly pulled to a stop as I heard footsteps approaching. “Where are you taking the elf?” One of them barked.

The feet of guards entered my vision as a voice spoke to my left. “The outsider wishes to interrogate him. He has created a contraption in the hopes of extracting information from the elf.” It explained. “He shall be gone for a few hours. With his health intact is another query.” He chuckled mockingly.

I heard the guards burst into laughter as they stomped their feet in joy. “Marvelous. Do you require help escorting him? Or can the two of you manage one puny elf?”

I heard a voice chuckle to my right. “I think not. This pathetic excuse of a commander is of no threat to us. He is of no match to the outsider’s contraption either. He should be returned before the day is out.”

I saw their feet shift slightly as they appeared to glance at each other. “Very well then. Have a safe journey. May Kremthu smile upon you.”

The voice to my left voice itself in agreement. “And you as well.” It said. I was then pushed forward roughly as they led me the rest of the way out of the prison. We passed cell after cell as more and more jeering was directed at me. I could see more guards pass us by as we took a winding path through the halls and towards the exit. The chains binding my arms clinked together loudly as they led me down a set of stairs and towards the front door. I continued to stifle a grin as orc after orc allowed us to pass, oblivious to the scheme before them. I squinted as we finally stepped outside and the bright morning sun beamed down on me. I began to chuckle as the plan came closer to fruition. A hand suddenly collided with the back of my head as the elite started leading me away. “You have nothing to celebrate, elf.” He said with discontent. “You still have information to give. So long as you have more to give, your suffering will not end.”

I nodded timidly as I suppressed my glee once more. “Of course. As you say.” I said submissively. I heard the elite grunt in agreement as he led me away from the prison. The jeering followed us down the street as the elites tried to find a secluded area. I growled impatiently as one of the primitives orcs spat at my feet as he passed. I felt tempted to retaliate but decided against it. There was no purpose in the meager trivialities. I would soon have my vengeance on the lot of them. The jeering finally quieted as the elite guided me into an alleyway, away from the crowds. I glanced around as the noonday sun dimmed and they directed me into a darkened building. I squinted into the darkness as the elite stepped around me and removed the heavy shackles from my arms. I growled in annoyance as I was finally free of my bindings. “Finally,” I muttered. “It took you long enough.”

The elite let out a growl as he tossed the shackles aside, letting them clatter into the darkness. “Now tell us where the outsiders are.” He demanded. “The longer we linger the lesser our chance of success.”

I gestured dismissively. “I don’t know where they are,” I admitted.

The elite’s orcish brow furrowed in anger. “They why did you insist on being freed?” He spat angrily.

I gestured dismissively again as I glanced around. We were in a blackened and abandoned home, the innards blackened by flame and cracked my the same force. “Calm yourself.” I sigh. “I gave you your means. The prison will wish to know of my whereabouts once the day grows old. Once they leave to search for me, you can trail them and have them lead you directly to the outsiders. It is flawless.”

The elite sighed angrily as he pressed his fingers to his temple. “I should have known not to trust you.” He groaned.

I gestured dismissively at him once more as I turned to the blackened room. “Your services are not over yet. I still require a means of returning to Nione. Need I remind you that I requested to be returned to Almar, not freed of my prison. I will still need an escort over the border and back to my home.”

The elite growled in my direction as his brow furrowed further. “Do you honestly believe I would abandon my mission just to return you and your failure to Nione?”

I shook my head as I continued to rub my aching wrists. “Of course not. We both know your next course of action. You will leave half of the elites to continue the mission while you complete this side quest with utmost haste.” I tilted my head to the other disguised orc, his face slack and unmoving as he stood motionless in the room. “Why else would you bring a mage slave with you?” I countered slyly. “Now then, what manner of magic does he have prepared for my journey?”

The elite took a deep and angered breath as he continued to scowl at me. “I always found you insufferable.” He spat angrily. “I am unsurprised imprisonment has not changed your demeanor.”

I gestured as I let out a sigh. “Your thoughts do not concern me. Now proceed with your oath.”

The elite let out another low growl before turning to the still stationary orc. “Slave, beacon.” He barked. The slave obediently reached into his shawl and pulled out a long stone object, runic symbols glowing on its four faces. He extended his arm to hold the pendant in front of him in his clenched fist as he stood there passively. The elite stepped forward and slapped his hand on the slave’s closed fist and gestured for me to do the same. I complied as I continued to smile smugly. The elite ignored my glee and instead barked another command at the slave. “Cave.” He stated firmly. The slave obediently tilted his head back and closed his eyes as he began chanting. The spell was quickly cast and I felt the familiar change in the air. The world around us began to shimmer as the talisman’s glow radiated through my fingers. The blackened and burned wood blurred into obscurity as me, the elite, and the slave teleported. A sickening feeling materialized in the pit of my stomach as the blur shifted, indicating our appearance in a new location. The blur slowly faded, as did my nausea, out to reveal our new destination. I glanced around as I let out a satisfied sigh. The cracked and blackened wood was replaced with rough and porous rock. The darkness of a blackened building was replaced with the darkness of a musky cave, the only light illuminating the walls being the meager light from the beacon and even that was quickly fading.

I turned to the elite as I let out a sigh. “How long before you can mobilize. I wish to return to my duties post haste.”

The elite growled as he turned and let the slave further into the tunnel. I followed as he growled a response. “Not but a day should be required to gather the proper supplies. I shall have you returned to Nione three days hence. I expect monetary payment once I have brought you into the city. The potions my men need to change back are not cheap.”

I gestured dismissively as he led me into a large antechamber, a brazier sitting in the center of the otherwise darkened cavern. “I shall have Almar’s estate reimburse you. He will not care so long as you retrieve his possessions.” The elf nodded as he walked over to a makeshift table in the darkness, pulled from the surface of the cave itself. He reached into a box on the table and pulled out a potion vial, the olive-brown fluid swirling inside it as he handled the glass.

He turned to me as he used his thumb to remove the cork holding the concoction within. “I would expect nothing less.” He said, bringing the potion to his lips. I nodded as I glanced around the dank cavernous walls. The fire within was slowly drying the walls and leaving them coated with a thin film of dust. I already saw several stalactites above the flame dried out with several more losing their moist barrier. I turned suddenly as a low groan echoed from on side of the room. A rudimentary cage sat on the far side of the cavern, the flame barely illuminating it's and its inhabitants. The elite finished drinking the potion and turned to the noise. "Hush, primitive." He spat.

I glanced towards him curiously. "You have an orc within?" I asked.

The elite nodded as he set the vial down and waited for the potion to take effect, his body already growing shorter as he spoke. "Their blood is vital in imitating their appearance. It does not work when old so we had to procure one from a nearby village. Do not concern yourself. We shall dispose of him once our task is complete."

I nodded as I set myself on the stone floor and began to wait. "Almar will be most pleased once I am returned to him," I assured the mercenary.

He nodded he extracted another vial from the box and handed it to the slave. “Drink.” He commanded. I smirked as I saw the slave obediently drink the concoction within. “It will be a most joyous of days when those outsiders follow Almar’s orders so fervently.”
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Dexter



Waiting was torture. Patience is not my strong suit, especially when it comes to stuff like this. We'd have to wait at least a week to get our answer, but one week sounded like forever in Snakhagr. I'd already spent two and a half months among them, but I was still out of my element. The Institute was even worse in that regard. Even after finding the Archive and fighting a living statue, I was still put off by the existence of magic. The assignments weren't much better either. They were theoretically easy, but without some form of quick printing, I was stuck having to write them out by hand. That part was particularly vexing considering my usual penmanship. Still, I spent the next three days diligently writing my overdue assignments and helping the guild make Amelia’s modification.

My leg bounced rapidly as we worked on the spell, my heel tapping quietly on the wooden floor. The day slowly drew to a close as we discussed how to accomplish the incantation. Dumag gestured to the roll of parchment in front of him as he explained. "This spell will not be without its cost. If we wish to draw out more power from the incantation, time will have to be drawn from elsewhere. This would greatly increase the time it takes to cast the spell. Mere moments could turn to minutes or even an hour if we attempt too great a draw."

Bruga nodded in agreement as she shuffled through the pages she'd written. "It would be wise if gradually altered the original spell, instead of jumping to the largest change we could muster. Thusly, we may learn the final spell while ensuring our understanding of the enchantment does not greatly affect our casting time."

I turned to Gremach, confused. "Is she saying what I think she's saying? Is it possible to reduce the casting time by learning similar spells?"

Gremach nodded in agreement as he gestured towards our stack of spellbooks. "Indeed. It is why wizards and mages must learn basic spells before moving onto more advanced incantations. They utilize their own as well as more basic techniques of mana manipulation. It would either be greatly difficult or impossible if you did not learn of prior enchantments.”

I nodded as I let out an intrigued hmm. “We’ll need to balance things out then.” I mused. “If we go too fast, it’ll take time to learn the next iteration of our modification. If we go to slow, it’ll take us forever to reach the end of the line.”

Dumag nodded in agreement as he gestured towards the papers. “We will discover this balance in time. For now, we should concern ourselves with creating this modification instead of utilizing this modification.”

I nodded as I gestured towards him. “Excellent point. We sho-” knock knock knock I suddenly stopped as someone rapted their knuckles against the barn door. We all turned to the noise as the intrusion echoed briefly before fading into nothingness. I turned to the others curiously as I felt my brow furrowed in confusion. “Is Brokil supposed to return today?” I asked curiously.

Gremach shrugged as he stood and peered towards the door. “ I do not believe so.” He answered. “The wisp fields are not so easily harvested. It would take much longer for him to return.”

I growled intriguingly as I stood and started walking towards the door. “Who could it be then?” I asked.

Dumag shrugged as I walked past. “Your guess is as good as mine.” He replied. “It is too soon for the Institute to have an answer. There are no others that have business with us. If it is neither them nor Brokil, then it must be another. ... Who would wish to request our services?”

I shrugged as I reached for the door handle. “There’s one way to find out,” I replied flatly. Another set of knocks sounded just as I grabbed the handle and pulled the door open. A small gasp sounded along with the rusty creak of the sliding door. My eyes went wide with confusion as I saw what was beyond the door. A petite orc flinched back as she saw me looming over her. I tilted my hand and furrowed my brow as I saw her trembling slightly. “Can I help you?” I asked curiously. The orc swallowed nervously as she continued to tremble, giving me ample time to take in the sight of her. She was remarkably short, just coming up to my chest. If it weren’t for the green skin and thin tusks protruding from her mouth I could have mistaken her for one of those elves that attacked the city. Her dark hair flowed freely to her shoulders. A braid descended from her right side and ended in a gently wilted red flower. Her green eyes were reddened slightly. It looked like she had been crying. I glanced around as I tried to see if anyone else was with her, but the gradually sinking sun only illuminated an empty trail. I turned back to her as I gave her a curious expression. She was fiddling with her hands nervously in front of her. “Do you need my help with something?” I guessed hesitantly.

The orc swallowed nervously before looking down and responding timidly. “I uhh . . . I do indeed require your guild’s assistance.” She stammered. “What uhh would it cost to create a quest in this guild?”

My confusion grew from her answer and I gave her a concerned look. “You might have been misinformed,” I said cautiously. “We’re not a guild yet. We submitted the forms, but we still need approval from the Institute. I’m not sure we’re allowed to accept quests at this time.”

The orc dropped her head and nodded solemnly. “Of course, I should have known.” She muttered sheepishly. My face fell as I saw her trembling slightly. I noticed a single tear trailing down her left cheek. “It was foolish of me to come to you so late. I apologize for disturbing you.” She suddenly muttered, gripping her hands together tightly. “I shall leave you to your studies.” With that, she turned and started walking away.

I hesitated at the series of events for a second before stepping out and calling to her. “Wait!” I shouted, closing the meager distance she had walked. She flinched as she heard my shout and slowly turned to me. Tears were slowly dripping down her face. I stopped a few paces from her, giving her a comfortable amount of space, as I looked at her concernedly. “Why do you need a guild’s help?” I asked curiously. “Do you want something enchanted? Is there something important you want to be done?”

The orc shook her head timidly as she turned away. “It is nothing. I should not have bothered you so late. I am certain you have more pressing matters to deal with.”

She started to walk away, but I quickly closed the gap and gently placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her. She jumped as my hand touched her shoulder and she turned back once more. I let go and gestured towards the barn as I used a calming tone. “I never said we wouldn't help you. We have some time if you want help."

The orc shook her head and looked down timidly. "I have bothered you too much already. I should depart." She said that, yet she was just stood there quietly.

I tilted my head and crouched slightly as she let out a loud sniff. "What's your name?" I asked gently.

The orc looked up at me, confused. "W-What?" She stammered.

I shrugged slowly as she gingerly reached up and wiped a few tears from her face. "It would be rude if I helped you without learning your name first," I replied soothingly. I gestured towards her as I continued. "It would be rude to turn you away like this anyway. . . We have water in there If you want some." I finished encouragingly, pointing towards the barn.

The orc sniffed loudly once more before shyly muttering a response. "I... I am Uloth. . . Are you certain you can aid me?"

I shrugged as I held out my hand, inviting her to take it. "We won't know until we try," I replied encouragingly. "Come in. The rest of the guild is here save for one member. I'm sure we can piece something together."

Uloth hesitated for a moment before nodding and gingerly grasping my hand. Her fingers barely wrapped their way around my palm. "I certainly hope so." She remarked quietly. I nodded as I turned and led her back up to the barn.

The door had been left open and Salthu was standing in the gap that it had created. His brow furrowed as he saw me leading the orc up to the barn by her hand. "Is something the matter?" He asked curiously.

I shrugged as we approached and Salthu stepped out of the way to let us in. "That's yet to be known. The modification might have to wait for now though." Salthu nodded as we passed and he closed the door behind us. I looked around at the others as Uloth and I stopped and Salthu walked past us to join them. They had all stood out of curiosity to approach the door but stopped partway there. They were all now looking curiously as me and Uloth. Dumag's brow furrowed as he crossed his arms and gazed at Uloth. I gestured towards her as I explained the situation. "This is Uloth. It seems she needs our help with something." The others glanced at each other curiously as I turned to Uloth. Her head was bowed slightly as she gazed towards the floor timidly. She was still trembling slightly, whether it was from fear or sadness I couldn't tell. I looked up and pointed at one of the empty chairs as I spoke to her gently. "Go ahead and sit down. I'll get you some water."

Uloth looked up and nodded silently as she spotted the one I was referring to. "Very well." She muttered quietly, releasing her grip from my palm. I watched her walk towards the chair for a moment before turning towards our pitcher of water and moving to fill a goblet for her. Once I had the goblet I grabbed a spare roll of bread for good measure and brought them over to her. She grinned timidly as I handed the two items to her. "Thank you." She muttered gently.

I nodded as I took a few paces back and gestured towards her. "Take your time. Get comfortable if you have to. We'll be here once you're ready."

Uloth nodded again as she looked down at the water and bread she'd been given. "Thank you." She practically whispered, taking a bite. I let out a soft sigh as I stepped back and sat on the edge of a table, leaving her in the middle of a large ring created by the guild. Amelia had sat in a chair of her own, rubbing her lips thoughtfully as she stared at Uloth. Gremach and Salthu were standing next to each other, quietly discussing. Dumag was standing next to Bruga as she comfortingly stroked his arm. I could've sworn I saw the gears turning in his head. Meanwhile, I was gently rubbing my leg through my jeans, feeling a strange sense of calm focus come over me as I stared at the orc before me. I could see her leg jittering nervously as she sat there and ate the roll of bread sparingly. I let out a calming sigh as we all quietly watched her eat.

After a few moments, she finally finished and washed her throat clear with a few mouthfuls of water. I scratched my neck absentmindedly as I watched her sit there quietly. "Feeling better?" I asked curiously.

Uloth nodded as she fiddled with the goblet in her hand. "Very much so. Thank you." She answered gratefully. "I suppose you will now wish to know my request, correct?"

I nodded as I sat up slightly, intrigued by her story. "Go ahead," I said encouragingly. "Just start from the beginning. We're here to help if we can. I'm sure we'll be able to think of something"

Uloth nodded as she looked down nervously. She let out a long sigh as she appeared to consider her words for a moment. She looked up as she began stuttering out her request. "I uhh I wish for your assistance in finding something, o-or rather someone." I glanced towards Dumag as he let out and intrigued hum but otherwise remained silent. Uloth's fingers clutched the goblet tight as she sat there and trembled. "I grow concerned for his safety. He has been missing for days now. I am worried that something terrible has happened. I have asked the Institute, they claim to have notified the guilds, but it does not quell the fear I have for his well being. There are innumerable dangers out there. He is capable of handling many, but I fear that he has succumbed to greater danger. The Institute knows of his disappearance, but their actions may be too late to help him. If he is to be saved it must be as soon as possible. Time is of the essence and I can no longer bear to silently suffer from worry. Please, I beg of you to help me. Find him before it is too late.”

I nodded calmly as I gazed at the orc in front of me. She was still trembling. I didn't know enough about her situation to make a judgment call, but I could tell she was desperate for help, help that she felt like she wasn’t getting elsewhere. I gestured towards her before crossing my arms as I spoke. “We’ll see what we can do. For now, we need more information. Can you tell us anything that could help us find him? What he looks like, how do you know him, his name would probably be relevant.”

Uloth nodded as she appeared to relax, an expression of relief washing over her face as she stammered out a response. “O-Of course. Thank you. I am relieved to hear that.” She straightened in her seat as she relaxed and began speaking. “I am hopeful that you will be able to find him. He stands out once you know what to search for. He stands half a head over all others. His skin is darkened from his tasks at his family farm. He has the most endearing face you can imagine. Oh, and his tusks tilt into themselves ever so lightly.”

Dumag let in a small gasp at the last description and we all glanced towards him. His eyes had gone wide as he gazed at Uloth. Her expression turned from one of comfort to apprehension as she saw his change in demeanor. Dumag took half a step forward, gently held back by Bruga, as he glared at Uloth. “What is his name?” He growled firmly. “How do you know of him?”

Uloth’s nervousness returned as she stared fearfully up at Dumag. He continued to glare down at her as Uloth stammered out another response. “His name is O-Orthan. He i-is m-my-”

She was interrupted as Dumag turned and threw his hands up in exasperation. “Of course he is the one you seek.” He growled, beginning to pace. “I have hardly had a day before my blasted brother has been reminded to me.” He continued ranting as I glanced at Uloth. She was shrinking in her seat as she gazed timidly at the aggravated Dumag.

I turned back to him as I raised my voice. “Dumag, Stop,” I said loudly. "You're scaring her."

He turned to glare at me, his milky eye seeming to stare daggers into my soul. “Do not command me, outsider.” He growled. “I am holding steadfast in my oath not to aid my brother. That ingrate would berate me even if I were to save his progeny.”

Uloth’s expression turned to one of despair as she gazed pleadingly at Dumag. “Does this mean you will not accept my request?” She asked in a panic.

I gestured to her calmly as I dropped down from the table and walked towards Dumag. “Sit tight for a second, we just need to work something out.” I turned towards Dumag as I stopped in front of him. He continued to glare at me as his face held a derivative scowl. I let out a sigh as I jabbed a finger in his direction. “You need to calm down. It doesn’t matter what your gripe is. She wants our help.”

Dumag shook his head as he let out a low growl. “Perhaps not to you, but I refuse to break the honor of my brother by going against his wishes. If he refuses my aid then he shall not have it.”

I let out an annoyed sigh as I pressed on the side of my temple. “You don’t have to listen to your brother. Others besides him are concerned for this guy’s well being.”

Dumag shook his head as he gestured dismissively. “That does not change the fact of the matter. My brother would continue to despise me if I were to aid him.”

I gestured towards Uloth as I felt my annoyance for his motivations. “Well, here’s someone that is asking for your help and will be very happy if you do interfere in this matter.”

Dumag growled as he glanced at Uloth for a moment before turning back to me. “Her gratitude does not concern me. The honor of my family and my broth-”

“Dude, Fuck Your Brother!” I bellowed angrily. Dumag seemed taken aback by my sudden outburst and I used his surprise as an opportunity to continue. I took a brief and calming breath as I forcibly muffled my anger. “If he doesn’t want your help, that’s his prerogative. If he’s okay with his child dying cause he’s too fucking stubborn, that’s his problem. But sitting here is someone that’s not okay with his death, someone that is so concerned about his well being that she approached a guild directly. If this, on top of the fact that your own family is missing, is not enough to get you to help her then you’re free to stay here. As for me, I want to help her because she’s worried and can’t alleviate that worry without the help of someone else.” I took another deep and calming breath as I felt my annoyance finally boil over. I turned to Uloth before Dumag could voice another protest. “We’ll help. Tell us anything else you know about his disappearance.”Uloth’s expression shifted to confusion as she glanced over my shoulder.

Dumag stepped around me and planted himself between me and Uloth as he glared down at me. “This matter is still unresolved.” He barked. “You cannot dismiss my desires so easily. If my brother does not wish for my help then he must face the consequences that come with it. He will not learn otherwise."

I growled as I gestured towards Uloth behind him. "What lesson are you trying to teach her then?" I spat. Dumag glanced behind as Uloth continued to tremble in her seat. Dumag's chest was rising and falling angrily as he glared at her and I continued my monologue. "What do you think she'll learn from this? Mages are petty megalomaniacs that won't help someone for personal reasons? What about the rest of Orthan's family? What do you think they'll learn about all of this? That you could have helped and didn't? That you tried to blame it on your brother? How well do you think that's going to go? How can you be certain that they’ll turn on him and not you?”

Dumag let out a growl as he turned back to me. “Because he is to blame.” He spat angrily. “I offered my assistance and he abrasively refused. He has made his choice now he must suffer its consequences.”

I shook my head as I gestured insistently. “You don’t know that.” I insisted. “Just because you see it that way doesn’t mean others will. There are a thousand other things they could blame, including their own choices. They have no reason to believe the outcome would be different if their father made a different choice. Hell, they probably see him as making rational decisions, all things considered. I mean, come on; his son is missing. They can’t be surprised if he acts aggressively.”

Dumag gestured angrily at the door as he practically shouted his retort. “Then I Shall Make Then Understand.” He roared. “If they must learn of his actions to understand the consequences, then so be it. I am not above revealing the venom others are capable of.”

I pinched my temple as I dropped my head slightly. “And what makes you think they’ll believe you?” I asked sharply. “How can you be certain of how they’ll react. What if they still side with your brother?”

Dumag shook his head as he let out an angry huff. “Then they must learn as well. They must learn of the consequences of my brother’s repeated injunctions against me; his insidious sabotage during my training, his insolent behavior before my rite, his refusal to acknowledge my accomplishments outright. They will know of his transgressions and will despise him for it, thus furthering his lesson.”

I shook my head as I let out a low sigh. “And what about Orthan?” I pleaded softly. “How does your plan take him into account?” Dumag’s brow furrowed briefly as he appeared to hesitate. “What’s he going to learn from all of this? Don't get unlucky and be born with your brother as a father? How could he possibly blame his father if he ends up dead?” Dumag’s shoulders slumped as his head dropped slightly. He stood there silently as I lowered my voice again. “Whatever your brother did, it’s not worth the life of anyone, let alone family. You don’t have to help if you don’t want to, but I’ll take whoever is willing and try and find him. If he’s in trouble he’ll need someone’s help, even if it’s from someone like me.” Dumag let out a long sigh as he stood there. I turned and walked past him to face Uloth once more. She gazed at me in fearful confusion as I approached. I gestured towards Dumag as I let out a sigh. “I’m sorry about him. He’s a little high strung right now. He’ll calm down after a bit. The rest of us will help you though; there are only a few other things to discuss.”

Uloth nodded as she reached into her shawl. “O-Of course. Do not fear. I have the savings required for a quest.” I gave her a confused look as she pulled out a coin pouch, filled to the brim with coins. She held it up as she grinned pleadingly. “Take it. It has to be enough for a quest. It just has to.”

I held up my hand defensively as I looked at the pouch. It seemed to strain against the contents inside. “You misunderstand. I wasn’t referring to-”

Uloth shook her head as she held the pouch higher. The coins inside clattered together softly. If I had to ballpark the contents, at most a thousand teef could have been inside. Any more would have needed a larger pouch. "Please. The other guild said it would be expensive. I could not afford their fees so I had to search elsewhere. Please tell me it is enough for a quest.”

I furrowed my brow and glanced at the others. They all stared at her skeptically. Salthu leaned forward and gestured towards the pouch. “Where on Kur did you obtain such savings?” He asked incredulously. “Saving for two months would not have afforded me such funds.”

Uloth shrank in her chair again as she pulled the coin pouch closer to her. “Does it truly matter?” She asked defensively. “I am offering this in exchange for the safe return of... Orthan. Do you require another reason to accept my request?”

I shook my head as I gestured towards the pouch. “You must have saved up for something.” I reasoned dismissively. “We have a lot of artifacts on that table, but a full bag of teef is not one of them.”

Uloth nervously tapped her fingers on the pouch as she sat there. "I-I do, but this is much more important. … I would have no use for it without him."

Amelia sat forward in response and furrowed her brow curiously. "That means your plans involved Orthan in some way, right? The both of you were somehow going to use that money." Uloth pursed her lips shyly, sinking further into her chair. Amelia gestured towards the pouch as she continued. “You don't have to be shy. If you two had a plan together I doubt we'd want to interfere with it. … Are the two of you together?" She asked gently.

Uloth let out a soft yelp as she somehow sank further into the chair, the pouch of coins now clutched to her chest. "O-of course we're not 'together.' Our parents would never accept our union. H-He is only … a friend. Yes, a friend. The two of us do not have such a bond."

I looked at her skeptically as I glanced towards Bruga. She stared wide-eyed at the trembling orc and glanced briefly towards Dumag. He in kind was staring in abject confusion at Uloth. I turned back as I gestured calmingly. "We're not suggesting otherwise." I voiced firmly. "We'll help you regardless of your connection to him. We just need you to tell us anything else that might help us. The money doesn't matter."

Uloth shook her head insistently as she held the pouch out again. "Of course it matters." She muttered desperately. "Why else would you accept the quest?"

I shook my head again as I held up my hand. "Honestly, we'll help you either way. You don't need to concern yourself about that. Just tell us what you think we need to know."

Uloth shook her head again as she held the pouch higher. "Surely you do not expect the rest to share your sentiment. Very few are so generous." I glanced around at the others. They all held an expression of unease as they watched Uloth sitting there pleasingly.

I let out a sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose under my glasses. "I can assure you, they'll help. We just need everything else you know. The money is-"

I stopped as Uloth lifted the pouch again. Tears were welling in her eyes as she stared up at me. "Please just take it." She begged. "Orthan is worth more to me than this. I do not care for it. We can save up again once he is returned. Just find-" Uloth faltered as a loud ahem sounded. We all turned to see Amelia sitting in her chair, her body hunched forward and her elbows on her knees as her hands were folded in front of her. She stared interestingly towards Uloth. Her eyes seemed to glow from thought.

Amelia stood and let out a sigh as she walked over. "How about this." She began, her feet lightly gracing the floor as she walked. "We'll have an auction of sorts. Since we know Dumag isn't fond of helping out he won't be counted. As for the rest of us, we'll have an auction to find out how who's willing to go for the lowest cost. We'll raise the fee until all of us are willing to embark on your quest." Amelia stopped in front of Uloth as she crossed her arms. Uloth stared up at Amelka in confusion as her body continued to tremble. Amelia gestured towards me as she continued. “That way we'll be able to find the right balance of foolhardy generosity and appropriate compensation for our efforts. Does that sound like it'll be acceptable?" I turned to Uloth expectantly. An expression of relief washed across her face as she bowed her head and breathed a sigh of relief. She continued to gasp as her fingers gripped the pouch tighter once more.

Uloth finally let out one slow sigh before looking up at Amelia and nodding, her body now trembling with excitement. "I find that acceptable." She gasped. "When will this auction occur? Do you expect it to take long?"

Amelia shook her head as she gestured about. "We could do it right now since you're in such a hurry." She replied. "It also shouldn’t take that long. I have a pretty good idea of what everyone is going to choose. We're missing one other right now, but we can average him into the mix.” She gestured towards the pouch as she continued. “If you’ll let me …”

Uloth nodded as she held her hands out again, the pouch cradled in her fingers. “Of course. Please begin.” Amelia nodded as she stepped forward and pulled the string keeping it closed. I furrowed my brow and tilted my head as I watched her reach into the bag. I could tell she was up to something, but I couldn’t tell what. She suddenly stepped back and held up a single silver coin.

She turned on the spot and looked at the others as she held the coin high. “We’ll start this as humbly as possible. Who’s willing to go at the price of a single coin?” A wave of understanding washed over me as I saw her standing there. Meanwhile, Uloth looked up at Amelia in confusion.

Uloth grabbed at Amelia’s shirt as she protested the meager price. “Surely you are mistaken.” She pleaded. “It will take an eternity if you begin so small. No one would ever-” She stopped as she glanced around the barn. I glanced in kind as I pondered what made her falter. I grinned as I saw the mages around me. Bruga, Salthu, and Gremach all had their hands raised. Dumag was the only one that hadn’t moved, his scowl returned as he bowed his head. I continued to grin as I turned back to Uloth and raised my hand. Her relief grew and her shoulders slumped as she let out a long sigh.

Amelia grinned as she turned back to Uloth. “I think we have our price.” She said happily. “All that leaves is for you to tell us anything else we need to know.” She turned and handed the silver coin to me. “You have this from here, right?” She asked, still grinning. I nodded as I took the coin and Amelia walked back to her seat. I thumbed the coin absentmindedly as I turned back to Uloth.

I chuckled softly as I saw her gaze at her still full pouch. “Now that that’s out of the way.” I chuckled, causing Uloth to look up in amazement. “Is there anything else we should know about Orthan? Do you have any suspects? Any mysterious sightings? Maybe where he was seen last?”

Uloth let out a relieved sigh as she nodded. A smile crept across her face as another tear dripped down her cheek. She stammered out a response as she pulled the pouch closed and slipped it back into her shawl. "I-I do not know much." She admitted. "I-I know he had left to repair the road some way north, but neither he nor his cart was found after. I attempted to find him myself, but I know nothing of tracking. I could only stumble about the road he had repaired … I am afraid that is the extent of my knowledge." I nodded and let out a sigh as I palmed the coin thoughtfully. It wasn't much to go on, but it was a start. Knowing where he was last would expedite the process of finding him.

I scratched my chin as I let out a sigh. "That's alright. We should be able to work from there … We'll do what we can. Go home for right now. We'll find you if we have any results."

Uloth let out another sigh of relief as she dropped from her chair and bowed. "Thank you ever so much." She said quietly. "May the gods smile on your endeavors." I nodded as she turned and rushed towards the door. She pulled the handle and disappeared into the dimming light beyond.

I glanced at the others as the door was pulled closed with a muffled boom. Each of them held an expression if intrigue as they considered our dilemma. Dumag was still scowling angrily as he stood there silently. I let out and intrigued hmm as I turned to Amelia. She was grinning wide as she sat comfortably in her chair. I glanced at the coin in my hand as I replayed her actions in my mind. "Nice thinking." I voiced intriguingly. "That was better than trying to convince her the hard way. We might have been going back and forth for an hour."

Amelia chuckled as she stood and stretched. "Don't mention it." She grinned. "She needed assurance so I provided it. I'm sure she's happy about keeping her savings. She and Orthan must have been saving up for a while."

I nodded as I ran my thumb over the coin, its metallic surface giving the object a strange weight. "They had something big planned." I mused. "Hopefully they'll get to follow through on that plan. She sounded pretty enamored about him. I'd hate for her dreams to be quashed so suddenly."

Amelia nodded as she glanced at the now empty chair. She turned back to me as she squinted curiously. "Why do you think she was so dismissive of their relationship?" She suddenly asked.

I tilted my head and scratched my nose as I let out a low hum. "You think?" I asked curiously.

Amelia nodded as she jabbed a thumb towards the door. "She dismissed the idea pretty quickly. If she was head over heels about Orthan I would have expected her to be more enthusiastic about their coupling. … then again…"

I glanced towards Dumag as Amelia fell silent, deep in thought. His palm was gently rubbing against his chin as his fingers drummed on his cheek. Bruga was gently gripping his arm and gazing up at him in concern. I gestured at the two as I turned to approach them. "We could always ask them," I said thoughtfully.

I was gently pulled to a stop as Amelia grabbed my arm. She brought herself up to mutter quietly into my ear. "Now might not be a good time." She whispered, pointing at the two. "Dumag is going to need some time after what you said to him. It might be best if we move onto the quest."

I glanced towards Dumag again. He did indeed seem deep in thought. Bruga's expression of concern was loudly apparent. I cursed myself as I let out a sigh. "You got a point," I admitted. "It's not ideal right now … We'll have to put your modification on hold though." I said, turning back to Amelia. "Orthan is now our priority. We can try to work through it while we find him, but we won't be able to work on it as much as we could. I'm sorry if you were eager for the new spell."

Amelia gestured dismissively as she let out a short laugh. "It's not that big a deal." She protested. "The quest is more important by a long shot. We'll only have one chance to find this Orthan guy." I nodded as I glanced at Salthu and Gremach. They were quietly having a discussion of their own. I glanced at my watch and let out a sigh as I saw the time, 5:47. “Can’t work a lot on an idea, but we can at least think of a strategy. I just need to think of a way to find out where he went. We know where he was, but we need to know what happened afterward. If only there was a way to-” I glanced towards one of the tables as a faint memory floated through my mind. The rite had provided exactly what I needed. It was one of the brothers that had voiced the factoid. They could track anyone if they had a sample of their essence, an essence that seemed to be strongest with blood. “You don’t have a sample of his blood.” I reminded myself. “Even if you did you’d only have a couple of days to find him. I doubt DNA can survive once the cells die. You’ll have to find another way. … Unless…”

I pointed towards Salthu and Gremach as I snapped my fingers. “I have an idea,” I said loudly. Everyone turned sharply towards me. I tilted my finger between the two mages. “Do either of you know an essence tracking spell? I recall someone mentioning it being possible to use it to follow someone. If we can pick up a trail we can follow it and find out exactly where he went.”

Gremach hummed and scratched his head curiously. “Perhaps.” He mused. “I do not know the incantation outright. However, I could search the library for such a tome. Salthu, you frequent the library. Perhaps you know where to find it?”

Salthu nodded as he glanced towards the door. “I believe I know of the proper section. I would need to visit the shelf to verify my memory. If it is not there, I recall several other sections that may hold the correct book.” He suddenly shook his head as he turned to me. “In any regard, why would we need such a spell? We have no sample of his essence. It would render our efforts moot if we did not possess the vital ingredient.”

I nodded as I rubbed my head and stretched my neck. “We won’t need the accuracy I’m assuming it’s having,” I replied thoughtfully. “If it operates how I think it operates, we can get samples from his parents and make an analogous of him from there. Though I’m hesitant about the effect mutations have on his genetics. If it makes a large change-”

Amelia shook her head as she stepped forward. “There aren’t that many mutations.” She countered. “In the grand scheme of things, only a handful of markers receive a change. It shouldn’t affect it too much.”

I let out a hesitant sigh as I glanced towards Gremach and Salthu. “Another reason to reduce the accuracy.” I supplied. “Margins of error will be our friend in this regard. There’s a risk of false positives, but if we start where he went missing it shouldn’t be that bad.” I turned to Dumag warily as I thought about how we were going to get the necessary ‘sample’. “Where does your brother live?” I asked reluctantly. Dumag looked up and scowled in my direction. I gestured calmingly as I explained. “You won’t have to tell them your involved. Hell, you don’t have to help us at all.” I held up the silver coin still clutched in my fingers. “But this is someone that has asked and I intend to help her. To do that, I need blood from his mom and dad. Again, you don’t have to come, but we’ll need to know where to find him.”

Dumag let out a low growl as he glared at me. After a moment, his face finally softened and he let out a defeated sigh. “It is blatant that no force on Kur can sway you from this endeavor now.” He growled. He hesitated from another moment before gesturing towards the door. “I know the path she spoke of. It is wrought with weaknesses and failures. It oft falls into disrepair and requires soil to restore. My brother’s farm is a mile or two North East of where the path begins. At this time of year, his fields should be barren save for a few patches of budding vegetables. I expect his other offspring will be tending the fields, preparing for this year's crops.”

I nodded gratefully as I gave Dumag a satisfied grin. “Thank you. That exactly what I need.” I habitually glanced at my watch as I began enumerating everything I needed the task ahead. “The samples, the spell, a starting point, and probably a couple of combat spells in case we encounter anything on our way. . . . I wonder how long it’ll take for me to learn that Impact spell.”
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Dexter



Dumag was right about the trail. I was surprised it was considered a road at all. It was just a path of tamped dirt, risen an inch or two above the rest of the field it cut through. I couldn't imagine it going for more than a week without needing repairs. The road it split from at least had a layer of potholed cobblestone. I furrowed my brow as I saw it stretch out towards the horizon. "Who in their right mind would drive down a road like this?" I wondered aloud, idly gripping the sword at my side.

Bruga shrugged as she pointed down the cobblestone road. "It is a quicker path north." She explained. "This road was built before the caravan began making its journeys through Gashur. They typically depart to Varthug along that path. They come this way when they approach Snakhagr from the east. There's a small town that way; for the life of me I cannot recall the name."

I nodded as I glanced down the road. It snaked its way through a field and under some trees before disappearing into the forest beyond. I looked out along the path again before glancing to Gremach beside me. "Are you sure I should be here?" I asked skeptically. "I encountered the guy once before. He didn't seem too happy about my presence."

Gremach nodded as he reached into his shawl to check that the two small vials were still there. "Happy or not, you are still a champion of battle. You may be able to coerce his cooperation with your authority over him."

I shook my head as I glanced into the field. The farm would be somewhere in that direction. "I'm not about to threaten the guy," I said defensively. “It wouldn’t be right. It would go against my principles. Plus, I’m sure he wouldn’t take kindly to threats in his own home."

Gremach let out a low hum as he turned to look out over the field. "You have a point." He mused thoughtfully. "Flies are better trapped with honey than water."

I chuckled at the oddly familiar turn of phrase. "In any case, we should start making our way over there," I said, pointing out over the field. "It took us way too long to get out here and I'd rather get back to the city before sunset. Hopefully Dumag's brother is willing to cooperate." Bruga and Gremach nodded as we began walking out into the field, heading toward the thin plume of smoke in the distance.



Amelia



Salthu and I carefully perused the shelves in the Illusion section of the library. Evidently, their idea of illusion magic allowed them to expand their senses as well as fool the senses of others. The essence tracking spell was one of those enhanced senses incantations, allowing the caster to 'see' the path the target had taken. Salthu explained this to me as he ran his thumb across the spines of the books on the shelf above him. Most all of the books in this section had a dim or black exterior, devoid of light or color. I frowned slightly as I looked at the books. I imagined they had a symbolic purpose, the magic in this world seemed obsessed with color, but I preferred it when the colors it created were bright and glimmering, not as if they'd just walked into Hot Topic. I shook my head and banished the distraction as Salthu pulled out a book and began rifling through it before putting it back. I skimmed the titles on the shelf in front of me as a question floated to the surface. "What kind of scenarios would you encounter that require you to enhance your senses?" I asked curiously. "There can't be that many times that someone needs tracking down."

Salthu grinned slyly and he pulled a book out before returning it to its place. "Do not limit your thinking." He said encouragingly. "There are a great many cases where a better observation is required. Astronomers, for instance, use ocular enhancing necklaces to better mark and track the stars and planets in the sky. Spoiled meat is better found through a strange quirk of the nose, allowing the scent of decay to become more apparent. I have even heard tell of a spell that betters your fishing chances by increasing the sensitivity in your fingers, allowing one to distinguish the size and weight of potential catches."

My eyebrows raised curiously as he explained the potential uses. "Those all seem pretty handy," I remarked admirably. "How long does it usually take to learn something like that?"

Salthu shrugged as he pulled out the third book and began flipping through the pages, reading the passage as he spoke. "Not long. Freedom from precision will make the task particularly useful. In all honesty, our spell may expedite the process."

I furrowed my brow as Salthu continued to read. "Our radar spell is like the one we're looking for?" I asked curiously.

Salthu nodded as he gestured towards the center of the library, where the sections were muddied and the shelves were a mix of different fields of magic. "Our spell combined the art of illusion with the art of Natura." He explained. "It causes a change in the field of magic and senses the respective change. In all honesty, I found myself referencing this spell to properly create the illusion construct for the incantation. The difficult part was creating a functional pulse for said construct. Natura is an art that is rarely compatible with others. I am in awe that we were able to manage it at all. Fortunately, your curious outsider symbols helped us understand the proper modifications to make."

I grinned and nodded as he quietly read from the book. "Hopefully this spell will be easy to modify," I remarked. "We can't afford to spend a week creating another radar spell.”

Salthu shook his head as he tapped the page he was reading. “It will be swift.” He assured me. “We may not require a spell for the blood at all.” He tapped the page again as he read. “Ensure the essence sample is pure and untainted. Accuracy and clarity are sacrificed if more than a single essence is tracked. The extents are as yet unknown, but the mixing of blood creates a muddled trail, suggesting multiple targets cannot be tracked with this current incantation. Interestingly, numerous trails were found departing from the home of the unioned pair that gave samples.”

My eyebrows raised at the passage. “That sounds pretty convenient,” I remarked in surprise. “Do you think it could work for Dexter's plan?"

Salthu let out a low hum as he continued to read. "Perhaps," He mused. "We would require the samples to be sure, but we may only require this spell to track Orthan. Any others would only interfere with this one." I nodded as I turned my head to read the page. My eyes grew wide as I saw the spell. It was called 'Essence Trail' and it was by far the most complex spell I'd ever seen. One page was composed of a description of the effects and notes of the experimentation of the spell. The other was filled with three paragraphs of arcane phrases, topped with a blown up and complex symbol inside a circle. Salthu turned the page to reveal two more sheets, each displaying the single and double-handed gestures for the spell. It was a complex and thorough spell. Then again, considering the target of the spell, I shouldn't have been surprised that such complexity was required.

I let a groan as I skimmed the page containing the incantation. "This might take a while to learn," I remarked apprehensively. "I've never seen a spell this complex."

Salthu nodded as he turned the page back to the description. "It is indeed extensive." He replied thoughtfully. "It will take approximately five minutes to cast the spell. Fortunately, there are many repeating phrases, making memorization mildly simpler." He turned to me as he tapped the entry one last time. "We may be able to depart on the morrow. Considering the haste of our goal, it is fortunate that this spell has such an effect. Every moment we dally hastens Orthan's chances of demise."

I nodded as I rubbed my head, recalling Uloth's desperate pleading. He wouldn't be the only one affected if we failed. I gestured towards the book as I let out a sigh. "We better get started then. I can try to help you study the incantation, but I don't guarantee I'll be able to cast it. This is still far more advanced than anything I’ve ever done before."

Salthu gestured dismissively as he closed the book with a snap. "Only one of us needs to cast the spell." He replied. "I am still grateful for your aid. You were most diligent when we were creating that strange radar spell." I grinned as I brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, glad for the encouraging words. Salthu glanced about as he gripped the book in his hands. "Where should we begin?" He asked. "We could head to your abode, or …" He gestured about, the library full of nooks and crannies for mages and wizards to study in.

I glanced down the aisle as I considered the notion for a moment. "Here should be good," I replied, pointing in the direction of one of the study areas. I knew a fireplace was next to it, fighting the chill that occasionally permeated the Institute. Salthu followed as he cradled the book in his arms, the incantation within soon to be learned.



Dexter



The farm was a little lackluster if I was being honest. I expected a large red barn, a grain silo, even a sprawling field of sprouting crops. Unfortunately, it seemed Dumag was right about the state it was in. The cold loose dirt was barren of life, save for a few tenacious weeds poking up through the soil. The farmhouse in the center was composed of wood and covered in dust, the sod covered roof the only green part of the entire building. A modest vegetable garden lay on the far side of the building, a few budding vegetables growing in the dark brown soil. In the distance I could see a few paddocks, miscellaneous animals milling about within. I slowed down and began approaching the building with caution, Bruga and Gremach keeping pace and passing me to head to the lone building. I rubbed my head nervously as my face twisted in apprehension. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” I voiced tentatively, the vision of the orc floating to the surface of my mind. “I know most of you orcs still dislike me, but for some reason, he seemed particularly angry towards me. Just showing up here might be insulting to him.”

Gremach turned to me and let out a low hum before gesturing about. “If you feel as such, then perhaps it would be wise for you to wait outside. If you feel apprehensive about this endeavor then intimidation is not an effective option."

I let out a sigh and rubbed the back of my neck as I stared at the farmhouse. I could hear a mutter of conversations drifting out from the building. I could very easily imagine those mutterings turn into bellows as Dumag's brother began laying into me. I did not want to lower our chances of getting those samples. I let out a sigh as I sat in the field and crossed my legs. "Go on ahead," I said, waving them towards the farmhouse. "I'll just remove myself from this part of the equation. Shout if you need my help though. I can at least handle myself with this." I tapped the scabbard tied to my waist.

Gremach and Burga nodded as they glanced towards the house again. I could see the two formulating speeches for Garthan. Gremach turned back to me after a moment and motioned towards the farmhouse. “I am certain we can handle this peacefully. Wait here. We shall be out shortly." I nodded as they then turned and walked the rest of the way to the farmhouse. I let out a sigh and rubbed my head as I cursed the choices that led me here. "I knew I shouldn't have let Gremach talk me into this. Salthu was fine to find the spell on his own. He also seemed pretty confident in learning it himself. I don't see why he couldn’t. In terms of skills, wizards and mages don't seem to be too different. It must be raw power that distinguishes the two then. Of course, experience always outmatches power. If Salthu practices enough to match the knowledge of a more powerful mage, he’ll outclass them just from the experience of learning the spell. In any case, I just hope we’ll be able to make a sufficient sequencing spell for the sample. We’ll be on a time crunch too, about a week if what Amelia said was right. That’s assuming their blood is similar to ours, something I don’t have the equipment or knowledge to-”

“Hello” I jumped as a soft voice suddenly radiated from my left. A young orc was kneeling in the rough soil beside me, his eyes giving me a curious look. He looked to be about ten, around the time questions were all that kids knew. One of his budding tusks was strangely tilted, point away from his face and towards his right ear. His eyes widened slightly as he gazed at me. “Woah.” He gasped. “What happened to your eyes?”

I frowned hesitantly and instinctively brought a hand to touch my face. “Don’t go sneaking up on someone like that.” I chastised gently. “And nothing is wrong with my eyes. I was born like this. Besides, that was rude to ask. Do you want everyone to ask about your tusk when they first see you?”

The young orc tilted his head curiously. “Why would they not?” He asked in response. “Mama says it what makes me special. Why would they not want to know me?”

I furrowed my brow as I stared at the young orc. Now that the initial shock of his appearance was over, I could think a little more carefully about the situation. If he came out of nowhere … “What's your name, kid?” I probed cautiously.

The orc glanced towards the house in the distance before responding. “I am not sposed to tell outsiders, but I am Bulthan. My father said to stay away from your kind. Your intentions for Gashur are ill.”

I frowned again as I glanced towards the house as well. A soft murmur of conversation was drifting over the barren fields. I’d imagine they were trying to explain the theory behind the blood samples. I wasn’t sure if they understood why we needed both, but the mixing theory connected well enough with their understanding of tracking. I stretched my neck and caused a few soft pops to emanate from my shoulder as I quelled my unwarranted anger. “Well I’m sorry you have to hear this, but your father isn’t always right,” I growled a little annoyedly. “I’m not here with bad intentions, not today at least. I’m just trying to fill a quest and your dad happens to have a crucial ingredient for a tracking spell. As for Gashur, the brand on my back should be statement enough on my devotion to the tribe. Some people just don’t seem to accept it. I suppose they think the world would be a better place had I not stuck my neck out for my friends.” I turned back to the young orc beside me. His face had shifted to one of apprehension, his body leaning back as if to avoid a bomb that may detonate at any time. I sighed and shook my head as I forced myself to calm. “Your dad’s concerns aren’t that unwarranted though,” I admitted begrudgingly. “The last outsider here did something terrible to you people. They’re not at fault for what was done to them. I’m just exasperated that I have to bear the brunt of his ire; that I’m left to bear the brunt of all their ire. … It’s honestly a little tiring. Ya know?” I glanced at Bulthan again, concerned about his reaction.

Thankfully, his expression had calmed as well, his brow now furrowed in curiosity as he stared. “Ex-as-per-at-ed?” He asked, confused.

A grin crept across my face as I chuckled softly. “It means I’m annoyed,” I explained. “I’m a middle child so I don’t like it when things get blamed on me. What the last guy did was monstrous, but I had no part in it. Unfortunately, people like your dad don’t seem to get that. I can’t do anything about it either; I don’t have any control over their thoughts. All I can do is keep moving forward and hope they come to their senses.”

Bulthan nodded again as he glanced at the house once more. “You don’t seem all that mean.” He admitted innocently. “I spose you are not the outsider father warned about.”

I grinned gently as I nodded solemnly. “That, you’re right about,” I confirmed. “That outsider is far from here; hopefully not even aware of my presence. That would just complicate things.” Bulthan nodded again as he continued to stare at the house, his hand gently scratching his forearm. I looked down as I noticed he was grimacing slightly. My expression turned into one of concern as I noticed a dry streak of blood running along his dirt-covered arm. I cringed at the thought of particulates making their way into his wound as I gestured towards him. “What happened there?” I asked apprehensively.

Bulthan glanced down at his arm before continuing to pick at the injury. “A stray nail is difficult to spot in a mound of feed.” He answered matter-of-factly. “I am better now. I will know better in the future.” I cringed as I reached back to scratch a spot of my shoulder. I wasn’t sure what Tetanus was, nor what it did, but I was guessing it’s not a pleasant disease to get.

I sighed as I gestured a spell into the dirt between us, causing the soil to sink and change into a shallow basin. Another gesture caused the basin to begin filling with clear water, perfect for a quick wash up. I jabbed a finger towards the crystalline puddle. “Wash that arm of yours. I’ll fix the cut once you clean it up. Hopefully it’s not infected yet.” Bulthan gave me a hesitant look. I gestured insistently as I explained. “That dirt on your arm isn’t good for that cut. It could get it infected and make you sick, very sick. I’m not fully informed on the whole microorganism stuff, but a lot of things would kill us humans before we learned to defend from them. It’s better to be cautious with things like this. Just trust me for a while and start scrubbing.” Bulthan didn’t move for another moment before leaning forward and dipping his arm into the impromptu basin. He grimaced again as he ran his palm along his arm and pulled specks of dirt from his skin. I nodded encouragingly as I watch him clean his injury. A dark red scab appeared beneath the grime, a corner gently crying fresh blood. It was barely thicker than a fingernail, but it looked painful. His deep green skin was reddened slightly, hopefully from the rubbing and not anything infectious. I motioned him to move his hand away as I strung together a short few gestures. “This’ll sting a little,” I warned. “I’ve been told my healing is kind of painful.” Bulthan nodded hesitantly and grimaced for the upcoming incantation.

I let out a nervous sigh and tentatively placed my hand on his arm. Bulthan let out a pained gasp as I felt the scab dissolve beneath my palm. “It stings like ember ants.” He groaned.

I nodded apologetically as I finished the repair and lifted my hand away, revealing the fresh skin beneath it. “I swear I’d done the numbing part right.” I sighed in aggravation. “It shouldn’t be doing this.”

Bulthan continued to grimace as he rubbed the healed spot on his arm. “It burns still.” He muttered. I let out a sigh and rubbed my head as I stifled my annoyance at the series of events. “Why the fuck does that happen? My cursory knowledge of the body should strengthen the spell, not weaken it. I need to ask Amelia about looking into it. She might be able to find out an explanation I haven’t thought of. Maybe it has something to do with the nerves.” I looked up as I noticed Bulthan turned towards the house. He was no longer groaning in pain, despite the hand still clutched to his arm. I turned to see what he was looking at and I felt my heart sink. Another orc was standing near the small house, making his way towards the door as he leered our way.

An uneasy feeling materialized in my stomach as I gestured his way. “Who’s that over there?” I asked Bulthan. “Is he a family member?”

Bulthan nodded grimly as he continued to rub his arm. “That is Kulthan; the oldest of us. He is most like our father.”

I growled as I watched him disappear into the house. “Then my day is about to take a sour turn,” I muttered angrily. I stood and stretched as I motioned Bulthan away. “Get out of sight. I don’t think you want your father finding out you were talking to me.” I hear a quick shuffle before the patter of feet retreated away. I let out another sigh before stepping forward and making my way to the house.

I had barely made it a few feet before a roar of ”WHAT!” bellowed from the house and the door burst open again. I grimaced as I saw the scowling mug of Garthan glaring out at me. His eyes burned with contempt as I put on a calm facade and continued walking. Garthan suddenly scoffed turned and bellowed back into the house. “Leave My Abode. I Do Not Accept Your Aide.”

Another voice joined his and shouted a “Garthan!” towards the door.

I gestured calmingly as I stopped in front of him and began explaining. “I know you don’t trust me, but this is more important than that. Your son is-”

I stopped as Garrthan whipped around and glared down at me. “Do not speak to me of my kin.” He growled. “Gashur does not need your kind here. I do not want here. You are a scourge on this land, bringers of death and destruction for all those that are not yourself.”

I muffled my anger at his venomous words as I continued trying to reason with him. “We all have bad days and I’m sorry if you got caught up in mine, but right now someone else is probably having the worst day of their entire life. Regardless of what you think of me, time is running out for us to find your so-”

A sharp pain suddenly radiated across my cheek as Garthan swiftly wound back and slapped me. The blow sent waves of pain through my cheek and I felt it burn red. I cradled the targeted area as Garthan roared at me. “I Said To Never Speak Of My Kin Again You Little-”

“GARTHAN!” The mysterious voice suddenly shouted again. I turned to the source as yet another orc stepped into view, her hand quickly grabbing Garthan’s as she glared at him. She yanked his arm and he gave no resistance as she pulled the both of them out of sight and began berating him. “I Don’t Give A Sard What They Have Done, It Is Not Proper To Strike A Guest! Now Sit Down And Rest. You Mustn’t Open Your Wounds.” I stared in wide-eyed surprise as a moment later the orc returned to the door frame, brushing a strand of dark hair away from her face. “I apologize for my husband.” She said in a much calmer tone, her hazel eyes glancing at the fields outside before turning towards me. “Recent circumstances have put him under a great deal of stre-” She faltered and gasped as she finally saw me, her hand jumping to her mouth in surprise. “So the rumors are true.” She gasped. “Your eyes. They are-”

I sighed and nodded as I rubbed the cheek that had been slapped. “Yeah, I know,” I muttered. “Not many people with this condition. Can we just get to the business at hand? Your husband might not believe this, but I’m here to help him. We need to find Orthan as quickly as possible.”

The orc appeared to come to her senses and nodded as she gestured me inside. “Of course. Come; have a seat. Can I fetch you anything to drink?”

I nodded as I followed her in. “Water if you can spare it,” I replied as I glanced around. The inside was just as unimpressive as the outside and a lot more cramped than I expected. I had to stoop to avoid a bundle of herbs hanging from the ceiling. There was a tiny kitchen area filled with cabinets and a stove that was presently sitting empty against the wall, a single pipe plunging into the roof for ventilation. A dining area sat next to it and it was currently packed with people. Gremach and Bruga were sitting at a dining table, their eyes still pulled wide in shock. Garthan sat at the head of the table, scowling as he clutched his arm. Only now did I see the bandage binding it. Kulthan sat beside him, a similar scowl on his face as he glared at me. A door sat on the opposite wall, but it was closed and I wasn’t about to go snooping.

The female orc gestured me towards an empty seat next to Bruga and Gremach as she smiled warmly. “Of course we can. Rest your legs. I shall return in a moment.” She shot Garthan a glance before disappearing out a back door.

I sighed as I sat beside Gremach and knitted my fingers together in front of me, waiting patiently for the orc’s return. The silence that remained in the small farmhouse was pregnant with contempt; both father and son glaring daggers at me as I maintained my air of calm. I felt a twinge of annoyance at their hostile judgment of me, but I let out a sigh as I reminded myself that an outburst wouldn’t help the situation. “So what do you grow out there?” I asked, trying to break the silence. “I noticed the vegetable patch out there, but the fields must be for something more substantial. What kind of crops does Gashur usually grow?”

Garthan let out a growl as he continued to glare, the table being the only thing between the two of us. I cleared my throat nervously as the silence once again permeated the small building. We waited there for another moment before she finally returned with a pitcher full of water. She grinned and held it up as she rushed to a cabinet and began pouring us cups of water. “The rain was torrential the other day.” She explained cheerily. “Our well is almost overflowing. The barely will be glad this season.”

I gave her a grin as she turned and handed out the cups, trying to break the ice with Garthan and three of us. “Thank you Misses …”

“Shagar.” She beamed as she handed me mine. I grinned in kind as I accepted the drink and she stepped back to tend to something in the kitchen. She began scrubbing dishes in a shallow sink, a grin appearing at the corner of her face as she worked. “I must say I am relieved to hear your interest in this matter.” She said over her shoulder. “A mage of your accomplishments will surely find our son.”

“Supposed accomplishments.” Came the mutter from Kulthan.

Shagar shot him and look and he tensed as he bit his lip. I saw her smile gently as she turned back to her task. “So what does your guild require of us?” She asked unexpectedly. “Will an article of clothing suffice for you tracking spell?”

I glanced at Gremach and Bruga as they sat there silently. They had not fully explained what we needed of them. I let out a sigh as I decided to just rip the bandage off. “We need you and your husband’s blood,” I stated plainly, setting the cup on the table in front of me.

What followed my declaration was a clatter from Shagar and a loud “What!” from Garthan as he jumped to his feet. I looked at the two in surprise as Garthan began berating me. “You Want To Take Our Blood? Our Very Life Essence? What For? What Could You Possible Need It F-”

“Garthan!” Shagar bellowed suddenly, causing him to halt his shouts. She glared daggers in his direction as she dared him to continue his berating. They stood still for a moment, each not budging an inch, until Garthan begrudgingly sat back down, returning to his contemptuous scowl. Shagar continued staring for another moment before turning to me, an expression of confusion overtaking her. “May I ask what for?” She said calmly. “I suppose you were never told, but blood is a precious substance to us. To ask one for their blood is to ask for a part of their being. Very few would willingly give a part of themselves to an outsider, even if their very lives were spared because of them. Why do you not feel the same? Why do you hold no such hesitation for such a question?”

I glanced at Bruga and Gremach nervously, their faces holding their expressions of fear at being asked such questions. I sighed as I tried to calm my racing mind. “I was never told their blood was considered sacred. Considering how tribalistic they are, I’d have thought they would be okay with a bit of blood sharing. Why was I never told this? Why am I never told anything? Calm down. Just try and explain. Maybe they’ll understand.” I let out a sigh as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I don’t know if my theory is correct, but it sounds right in my head and Amelia agrees it holds up in the medical area. Aparently Blood is naturally sterile. Anyway, if we get a sample from the two of you then we can track where your son went. It’s a practical solution to a serious problem. I apologize if I offended either of you. I wasn’t aware of how serious the topic was.”

Garthan glared silently at me while Shagar grinned and gestured dismissively. “Pay it no mind. You are an outsider after all. You have not been raised to know our ways. I do not anticipate your quest to become a Champion would inform you of our culture.”

I let out a sigh of relief as Shagar continued to grin understandably. At least she was being nice about my unfamiliarity. I smiled at her and nodded as I continued explaining. “Now that I know, I can phrase this properly. I wouldn’t be asking this if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary. The spell we’re using needs an essence sample and since we don’t have your son’s we’ll just need the next best thing. The two of you came together to make him, so we should theoretically be able to use your essences to make a sample of your son’s”

Shagar furrowed her brow as she nervously turned back to her task. “Are you certain you can accomplish this?” She asked. “You may have been successful at the mountain, but this is another matter entirely. How can you know your spell will work? What if you are led astray? How do you know your notion will yield fruit? How can you be certain your understanding of essence is not flawed?” She turned to me, her hands still working furiously at the sink as she gave in concern. A wave of unease washed over me as I saw the strain in her arm. I’m not the best with body language, but even I knew when someone was hiding something; keeping something hidden deep down. “Can you find my son? Can you return my baby to me?”

I let out a sigh as Shagar stared at me expectantly, her hand working the dish in front of her vigorously. I glanced away as I tried to find the right words to comfort her. There were so many uncertainties, so many ways this could go wrong. I couldn’t even consider them all. There were too many unknowns. This was even considering he was alive at the moment. We were being optimistic just thinking that far ahead. I opened my mouth to try my hand, but Bruga got there first. “We will find him.” She said assuredly. “He may not be able to properly explain the idea alone, but we will most assuredly find your son. The outsiders are a most capable and intuitive bunch. It is only a matter of time.”

Shagar maintained her desperate gaze as she stopped her scrubbing. She seemed to be thinking deeply about her decision. I nodded encouragingly as I gestured towards Bruga. “We can do it. We only need the tiniest bit of blood in return.”

Bruga nodded again as she continued. “Do not give yourself for us. Give for your son.” The room fell silent after the final remark, none willing to break the moment.

Shagar finally let out a nervous sigh as she gazed off, her arm relaxing at last. I glanced towards Kulthan and Garthan as the two of them gazed at her apprehensively. Shagar finally whipped around, everyone understanding the impact behind her next words. “Garthan.”

That single word was all that was needed for Garthan to jump to his feet again and begin bellowing. “I Refuse To Give My Blood To An Outsider! Do Not Trust Their Honeyed Words; Their Intentions Are Impure!” He suddenly reached under the table and pulled out a sword. I jumped to my feet and gripped my hilt as the room was suddenly filled with noise; everyone clattering to their feet and backing away as Garthan and I began a standoff.

“Sir, Calm Down For A Moment!” I shouted, trying to diffuse the situation.

“Get Him, Father!” Kulthan bellowed, a wild smile appearing on his face.

“Garthan, Please!” Shagar begged, not daring to approach her husband.

Garthan kept a stern expression as he pointed the weapon at me, his fingers wrapped gently around the sword. A crescent moon was carved into it, just above the handle. “Your accomplishments with the sword as supposedly legendary. Let us see how pitiful your swipes will be.”

I let out a growl as I gripped my sword tighter, my knuckles growing white from the strain. “I don’t want to do this,” I warned. “I didn’t come here for a fight. This can only end ba-” I stopped as I noticed something strange. The sword in front of my had shallow divots in the blade; the glint in the metal frozen in place even as Garthan’s angered pants lifted and lowered the weapon. My expression turned to one of confusion as I saw the painted guard, the gray tinge halting half-way and revealing a smooth curve of timber. My shoulders relaxed and I looked up curiously at Garthan as I realized the implications. “Are you threatening me with a wooden sword?” The ruckus of the room suddenly vanished as I asked my question; everyone present staring at the drawn blade in incredulous shock. An owl could have broken the silence as it glided by.

Garthan, Kulthan, and Shagar were equally surprised at my query and I saw Garthan’s face grit and grow flush with rage. He suddenly turned the blade to inspect it and roared with anger as he smashed the weapon over his knee, spitting a shower of splinters into the air as the sword was split in two. “Sarding FEXT, Orthan! You And Your Cursed Pieces! Where The Sard Is My Sword!?” He turned and charged through the door at the back, disappearing as a clatter began emanating in his wake.

Shagar gestured for us to leave as she kept an eye on the doorway. “Depart quickly. Your words hold, but my husband will not see it as such. I am sorry we could not fulfill your request, but your own lives are more valuable than any amount of blood.” I tried to protest, but she quickly shooed us out the door. “Quickly, before he finds his blade.”

I had but a moment to protest, before the door was pushed closed behind us, leaving me, Bruga, and Gremach outside the small house as the clattering continued inside. I turned to try entering again, but Bruga, placed a hand on my shoulder, stopping me. “I do not believe we should enter again. Garthan is of no threat to us, but it is not conducive to our reputation to demand such a sacred request.”

I growled and rubbed my head as I realized we had failed to get the blood. “Damn it. This is not how I wanted this to go. All because I was here too.”

Bruga shook her head as she let out a sigh. “You are only partially correct.” She assured me. “If you had not noticed, his blade was inscribed with the sign of Xutjja, the messenger of the night. He, above all the gods, holds blood to be the most sacred. Garthan would not have given his blood even under the best of circumstances. His believers trust scantily anyone.”

I let groan as Bruga revealed that tidbit. That put a stopper on our whole endeavor, regardless of how we phrased the request. “How essential was the sample to the spell?” I asked as I turned to Gremach. “Can we manage without it? Or are we utterly fucked?”

Gremach sighed as he closed his eyes and thought deeply. “I am uncertain.” He admitted. “The essence spell is merely the simplest way to track him. There could be other spells, or we could find his trail the traditional way. … Too many possibilities exist; I must consider a new theory.”

I pinched my temple as Gremach fell silent, his face frozen in concentration. This was not what I wanted to happen. I just needed one good day, one day that wasn’t full of stress and concern. I turned to Bruga as I felt a sense of defeat well up within me. “Thanks for the support back there,” I said, trying to distract myself from the series of events. “It’s nice to know you think so highly of us.”

Bruga nodded as she meekly rubbed her arm. “I am astonished at the progress you have made in the Institute. Many newcomers would find difficulty in completing a few days of work so quickly, yet you and your companion accomplished an entire semester. You were visibly exhausted from the endeavor, but you still managed the feat. Your outsider magic was also essential for discovering the rumored Archive. You and your companion have much to be proud of.”

I grinned at her remarked and gestured dismissively, my mind momentarily distracted from the most recent failure. “Don’t get too ahead of yourself. This is a lot more important than that last one. Last time we didn’t set out to save a life.” Another loud clatter suddenly emanated from the door behind us, causing me to glance towards it. “Speaking of lives; we better get back. We don’t want to stick around for much longer.”

Bruga nodded as she glanced at the door herself. “Indeed. Come; we can teleport a ways away. It is wise for us to distance ourselves from this place.”

I nodded as I tapped Gremach’s shoulder, causing him to look up in a start. “You can think while we walk,” I assured him. “We’ll come up with something. We just need time.”

Gremach sighed as he rubbed his head nervously. “I hope you are correct.” He groaned. “There is something about this that does not sit right with me.”

I gestured dismissively as I turned back to Bruga. “Let’s just go. There’s nothing else for us here. Bruga, would you do the honors?”

Bruga nodded as she held out her hand, inviting me and Gremach to take it. We complied as she threw together a string of gestures, quickly muttering her way through the spell. The world around us momentarily blurred then we disappeared from the field with a soft pop, leaving only our footprints behind.
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Amelia



Salthu and I spent the day learning the tracking spell, the fire before us crackling as we studied the transcript and committed the incantation to memory. I didn’t have the experience to cast the spell, but I could help Salthu memorize the words and gestures. It was intriguing to see the differences between our spell learning methods. He repeatedly mimicked the gestures, going through each step ten, twenty, thirty times before moving on. He explained that it helped him properly manipulate the mana when he wanted to cast the spell. He needed to practice if he wanted to properly build the ‘manatic construct’ as he called it. I nodded as I watched him practice the second to last gesture in the list. “You know how to concentrate,” I observed. “I’m surprised Oghash gave us so much trouble.”

Salthu nodded as he repeated the gesture and let out a sigh. “Unfortunately the world is not balanced. She would only perform the gestures a single time before casting a spell such as this. She was gifted with greater ease for the mystic arts. Thus is the difference between wizards and mages.”

I furrowed my brow as I gestured dismissively. “Don’t worry about what she can do. Just focus on what you’re able to accomplish. Besides, raw power is no match for refined skills and you have the skills for this practice.”

Salthu let out another sigh as he stepped back over and looked down at the open book again, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “It still enrages me that such imbalance exists. The strong should be kind and virtuous; not petty and cruel.”

I let out a sigh of my own as I glanced at the burning fire. Having her materialize beside us was not conducive to our expedition. If only I had learned a few more combat spells. I shook my head as I pulled myself away from the distraction and turned back to the book. “It’s kind of balanced, in a way,” I assured him.

He looked over at me skeptically, his brow furrowed in confusion. “How so?” He asked curiously.

I gestured towards the page as I explained. “What’s to say she’s not like that because she learns magic so easily? We have a lot of stories back home about magic powers like this. Just about all of them have an easy and hard way to gain power. The bad guys and good guys tend to make the same choices when it comes to achieving their power. If Oghash is anyone to go by, it seems like this trend is here as well.”

Salthu’s confusion turned into a scowl as he continued to stare at me. “This is not a reassuring tale.” He growled. “It had better have an uplifting outcome.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh and sat back in my chair. “What I’m trying to say is there’s humility in hard work. Oghash doesn’t appreciate the power she has, so she’s more likely to abuse said power. You, on the other hand, have to gain that power through effort so you’ll be far more appreciative of what you’re able to do.”

Salthu let out a sigh as he turned back to the book. “As I said,” He muttered. “Reassuring.” He fell silent as he continued to stare at the gestures, his scowl frozen in place as he reviewed the spell again.

I felt a twinge of guilt as I realized I hadn’t comforted him in the slightest. I sat forward again as I tried to structure my words more thoughtfully. “There’s also the sheer statistics of it all to consider.” I continued. “Not everyone with her level of power will develop into someone like her. If someone like her with her magic abilities exists, then there’s likely a foil to her wickedness, someone that uses their abilities for good instead of their own selfish means. You just haven't met them yet."

Salthu let out a sigh as he continued to gaze at the book in front of him, his eyes still carrying that expression of disgust. He finally growled as he looked down and scratched his head. "I pray that you are correct." He muttered. "It would bode ill if you were not."

I nodded again as I sat back in the chair once more. "I don't have proof, but it's what makes sense to me," I affirmed.

Salthu stood there quietly for another moment before gesturing at the book again. "We should continue. The blood will not last long once they obtain it. We will only have another day to prepare before the blood begins to spoil." I nodded as I turned back to the book again. Salthu and I began pouring through the spell again as the fire crackled in front of us, unaware of the events about to unfold.



Dexter



I let out a growl as we slowly trudged our way back to the city. The teleport had carried us quite a ways, but we were still an hour or two outside the city. I muttered a curse as I scratched my head annoyedly. I wracked my brain as I tried to come up with a new strategy for tracking Orthan. The essence was no longer an option so we'd need a new strategy. I turned to Gremach as an idea materialized. "What kind of transformation magic are capable of?" I asked. "Can it be localized to a body part? If we can get some kind of scent we might be able to follow his trail from the road he was repairing."

Gremach let out a sigh as he rubbed his head and considered the idea. "Perhaps," he mused. "However, it may take time to learn the spell and such methods are only effective for a short time. Enough time has passed that such a method would not bear fruit. I believe a downfall is expected in the future."

I muttered another curse as I glanced down the road. We were still a very long way from the city. Bruga suddenly let out her own sigh as she rubbed her head. "I feel as if I must apologize. Was I more attentive in my studies, I might have been able to practice my abilities in Extempore.”

I shook my head as I dismissed her worries. “You’re not at fault. Something like this can’t be anticipated. Besides, you heard what Dumag said; it takes years to practice the art to a useful point.”

Bruga sighed as she glanced behind us. “Still, I feel as if I would be able to fill the precise role you are describing; if only I had studied into my own affinity more.”

I furrowed my brow as I glanced at her. “How do you know your affinity anyway?” I asked. “I assumed you had to get to Dumag’s point before you could be certain.”

Bruga shook her head as she explained. “Not necessarily. You can be forgiven for not knowing this. Affiliation is not difficult to determine. It is merely usage that raises issue. Given time you would come to learn of extempore on your own. Dumag merely expedited the process. In another year or so you would have been given a test to determine where your abilities lie. Though if the rumors are true, you may not require this test.” I gave her a quizzical look as we continued walking. She quickly noticed my confusion and explained further. “Garahk is fairly certain of your natural affinity. Your memories of the event may be clouded, but you should know as well.”

I thought back and pondered what she was referring to. So many of my early memories of Snakhagr were clouded from the effects of the spell, particularly at the end. I could remember what happened, but it never felt like me reliving the events. It felt like someone completely different was controlling my body. …. It was kind of unsettling the more I thought about it. I was about to give up remembering and ask her when a bright flash of green shot across my mind. I had no context for the light, nor any reason to remember that color, but I felt a strange connection to the flash. I turned to Bruga curiously as my finger tapped thoughtfully on my temple. “It wouldn’t happen to involve anything green, would it?” I asked hesitantly.

Bruga nodded as she gestured along the road. “Indeed. It would appear your affinities lie with the magic of Natura. It makes sense, considering the feat you accomplished in the battle. Miraculously, your magic was able to interact with your psyche in such a way, but Garahk believes the art is more adaptable than previously thought. I believe she is presently researching the implications of such a notion. Natura is quite powerful alone; even more so once utilized with other fields. It is curious how you outsiders have such an understanding of nature without ever developing your arcane abilities.”

I chuckled as I palmed the hilt of my blade. “To be fair, there’s a lot of things we still don’t know.” I gestured about; at the fields of grass and budding flowers, the road with its olden cobblestone and missing pieces, and even the sky above with its strangely familiar sky. “All of this, for example. Nothing in our world would have told us another place like this existed. Let alone that it would be populated with mythical creatures and people. You have no idea how thoroughly my mind was blown when the evidence was staring me in the face. It took all of my strength just to remain composed. Then again, I think trying to protect Amelia was on the backburner at the time.”

Bruga gave me a curious look as a grin crept across her face. “You outsiders have strange phrases.” She chuckled. “It is unfortunate that none of them could convince Garthan to aid our efforts.”

I let out a sigh and nodded as I scratched my head annoyedly. “Yeah. Not the best outcome of today. Not the worst either, but not the best. Now we need to think of another way to track him. If we had gotten some sample we might have been able to fudge the rest. Just a few genetic markers might have been enough to know where he went, but we didn’t even see so much as a drop of-” I stopped as I suddenly realized something. I had seen blood on the farm; it just wasn’t what I was looking for, but it had been blood. It wouldn’t be exact, but if we made the right spell it could theoretically work. I lowered my hand as I felt a dry scab on my palm; a scab not at all of my makings. I felt my heart race as I saw a dime-sized spot of blood near the center of my hand, little more than a red stain on the pale field surrounding it. I instinctively stretched my fingers out to avoid touching the blood as I turned to Gremach. “How fresh does the blood have to be to work?” I asked. “And how much do we need?”

Gremach’s brows knitted together curiously as he glanced at me. “Not all that much.” He responded. “A mere drop would do. And the blood must be no older than a fortnight. The essence begins to degrade after then. Why do you ask.”

I held up my hand to him and I saw his face changed to an expression of shock. “Because I think we still might be able to use the essence tracker.”



Amelia



Salthu and I spent a few more hours studying the tracking spell. The sun was starting to sink low and dim the world outside. I closed the book with a sigh as I felt drained from the studying. Salthu rubbed his eyes as he stretched his neck. “That should be all for the day. We can begin our expedition the day after tomorrow. Gremach will be able to learn the spell as well once he and the others return.”

I nodded and stretched as I let out a yawn. “They should almost be back.” I groaned. “Dumag mentioned it was a ways away. Hopefully the road there wasn’t too rough.”

Salthu sighed as he closed the spellbook and began putting away his notes. “The roads surrounding Snakhagr are in general disrepair. The tribe’s coffers have been strained as of recent. The tributes to Nione have been an unfortunate drain on Gashur. … I am hopeful that you outsiders will be able to recover what was taken from us. I am uncertain if our tribe would persist otherwise.”

A shiver ran down my back as Salthu mentioned the elven city. My month of enslavement left a mark on my psyche and I felt myself shrinking in my seat as I crossed my arms. “Dexter will come up with something,” I muttered assuredly. “Bastards like Almar don’t deserve mercy. I’m hoping that he can get the tribes to work together. Adympia needs to be steamrolled into the dust.” I felt myself beginning to tremble in rage as I recalled my first month in Elardia; the confusion, the terror and uncertainty. Every part of my autonomy was robbed from me and given to an irresponsible and slovenly elf that saw me as nothing but a commodity. I could still feel the cold and uncaring bars that pressed into me as I tried to sleep. All I could do against it was curl up and hope that the nightmare would end soon.

Salthu suddenly interrupted my recollection with a question, pulling me out of my darkened state. “You do not intend to aid him?” He probed aloofly. I felt a jolt of unease as he asked the question. I had considered the idea, but I couldn’t bear to think about Almar or his city. I just wanted to move past it and forget what he’d done to me. I let out a shaky breath as I looked up at him, momentarily distracted from my past. Salthu’s brow was furrowed as he continued to carelessly prod the subject. “Certainly you could contribute to his efforts. You appear as knowledgeable as him and just as persistent in your efforts, if not more so. Perhaps you could give him your own insight he has not considered before.”

I nodded thoughtfully as I let out a sigh and glanced off. “Maybe.” I mused. “But I’d have to know what he’s planning. He’s been pretty quiet about it.” I let out a breath as I tilted my head back and rubbed it sleepily. “Besides, I don’t know enough about your cultures to make a judgment call like that. There could be aspects or behaviors between Gashur and the other tribes that just make them inherently incompatible. I won’t know until I get more info.”

Salthu let out an understanding hum as he began rubbing his chin. He glanced at the shelves upon shelves of books around us as he appeared to consider something. “I am no expert in the affairs of the other tribes.” He admitted as he turned back. “Of all the fields of study, tribal history is my weakest. I never saw a need to learn of their past. Then again, I never expected such a prospect to appear in my lifetime. If you require that knowledge, however, I believe the library has a handful of copies that you may find useful.”

I furrowed my brow as I looked at him curiously. “Really? Where?” I asked almost excitedly.

Salthu tapped a finger to his lips as he thought. “Give me a moment.” He said as he turned and disappeared into the maze of shelves. He returned shortly after carrying two new books and set them on the table beside the spellbook. He dusted his hands off as he gestured at the tomes. “These are copies of books recovered from a Wrukag shipwreck. One is a biography of an ancient chief while the other is a ledger of sorts from Bugrol. I am uncertain how they came across the ledger, but it is quite extensive in its detail. Do you believe this could help you?”

I turned to the books, intrigued. They were each as thick as the spellbook they sat beside, a layer of dust coating the spines of both. It had been a while since either of them were moved. I dusted off the cover of the top book and read the title. “Zurgha Yatur, Great Chief of Wrukag.” The head of a stag was embossed beneath the title, its antlers rising to just below the title itself. I nodded as I grinned up at Salthu. “It’s a start,” I said encouragingly, rising and stretching. “I can read this when I have time, for now, we should get going. I imagine Dexter is going to want a solid game plan for tracking Orthan.” Salthu nodded as he scooped the spellbook into his satchel. I put the others into my own bag and draped it over my shoulder as I glanced at the window again. The light dripping through was steadily fading. I estimated the city had about an hour of sunlight left. I turned and followed Salthu as he began leading me out of the library. “Any guesses on what happened to Orthan?” I asked as we made our way towards the door.

Salthu let out a curious hum as he considered. “Nothing certain,” He warned. “But it is possible that feral boars attacked him. The woods near the mountains have been known for their wild nature. There has also been word of hippogriffs attacking farmers. Perhaps such a beast is responsible for this.”

I shook my head as we entered the main hall. “Don’t jinx us here.” I sighed. “We promised that girl we’d find him. We can’t keep that promise if he’s dead.”

Salthu let out a grunt as he reached to open the door. “You outsiders have strange concepts. Even without magic, you could conceive of-” He stopped as he pulled open the door and came face to face with an orcish guard, clad in a thick leather tunic and wielding a long spear. He was accompanied by two others, wearing thinner leather armor and carrying short swords attached to their waists. Tired scowls were plastered on their face, their shoulders slumped as the lead or had his hand raised to knock upon the Institute door.

The orc holding the spear appeared to perk up as he saw me standing behind Salthu. “Ah, outsider. I am glad I found you.” He grinned, lowering his hand. “Where is your companion? White Rock Prison needs its elf returned .”

My heart skipped a beat as he mentioned the commander. The phrase itself made no sense to me. Return the elf? Why would we even have him in the first place? I felt my brow furrow as my hand gripped the strap of my satchel. “What are you talking about?” I questioned nervously. “Dexter doesn’t have the commander. He’s not even here right now, he’s off gathering samples for a spell. … What would we want with the commander?”

The orc’s face fell again as his eyes grew wide. He gripped his spear tightly as the orcs behind him shifted on their feet. “Your companion requested him.” He insisted in disbelief. “We were told you had outsider techniques to use upon him. He should be with you. … Where is your companion?” He muttered the final statement slowly as if he was uncertain if he should be asking it.

I felt my stomach drop, apprehension rising within me as I repeated myself. “He’s out gathering samples, and you need to tell me what the hell is going on.”



Dexter



Gremach delicately extracted the drop of dried blood on my palm and dropped it into the vial. The flakes barely stacked upon themselves before our meager sample was now gone. Gremach let out a sigh as he stood from his crouched position over my now clean palm. “That is all there is.” He muttered as he looked at the vial. He gestured towards it and the flakes dissolved, filling the glass with a clear red liquid. “This should allow us to use it for a spell, though it will shorten the viability of our sample. I only wish you had gotten more.”

I nodded as I stood and closed my hand, causing a series of quiets pops to emanate from my knuckles. “Be glad I got any at all.” I countered, using my other hand to pop the rest of my stiff joints. “The chances of me running into his kid out there are astronomical, especially considering the circumstances that allowed me to get that sample. …. How long do you have anyway? We might need to adjust our timeline.”

Gremach sighed as he looked down at the vial gripped in his fingers. “I estimate a handful of days.” He muttered. “This medium spell can prevent decay for the moment, but even this incantation has an expiration.”

I nodded as I gave some thought to our predicament. “We’ll go with the original plan then,” I said firmly. “Hopefully brotherly essence is similar enough to work. If we butcher the incantation a bit we might be able to track at least a few of the genetic markers.” I turned to Bruga as I noticed the sun sinking lower in the sky. She was sitting on a nearby rock and waiting patiently for me and Gremach to finish. “How far are we away from the city?” I asked her. “We can’t waste any time now.

Bruga glanced at the fields around us as she got her bearings. “I believe these fields reside a few miles from the edge of the city. I should be able to close that distance with a single teleport.”

I nodded as I gestured her over. “Let’s get going then. We need to inform Amelia and Salthu about the situation. Hopefully, they found out something useful.”

Bruga nodded as she stood and brushed herself off. I ran through the potential scenarios in my head once more. Our timeline was shortened, but it should still be possible, barring anything else unexpected happening. Bruga placed her hand in front of her and prepared the teleport. Gremach and I joined her outstretched hand and the world quickly morphed around us. The familiar feeling of discomfort and nausea came and went in a moment, leaving me clutching my stomach and Gremach and Bruga bent at the waist. We waited for the effects to pass before looking up. Snakhagr towered before us, the spiked walls nearly repaired from the battle. I could see the gate was finally repaired and the damaged spikes laying beside their original home. Untempered wood replaced the dark and rough material from before and I expected some kind of coat was being prepared to remedy that the notable difference.

I sighed and stretched as I glanced towards the gate, it’s fresh door presently closed to the outside. “Come on. We need to find Amelia and Salthu quickly. We should be able to squeeze in a few hours of preparations before hitting the hay. We should head out once the sun rises again. We don’t want to waste this opportunity.”

Bruga nodded as she finally straightened and glanced towards the gate. “I would normally be hesitant at acting so soon, but hard times call for hard measures. Come, the guards should allow us passage”

I nodded as Gremach and I began following her towards the massive wooden doors. “We should go through our artifacts once we get to the barn. We might find a handful of them useful for this.”

Gremach nodded as he slipped the vials into his shawl. “I believe we are close to determining the enchantment that allows spellstones to function. We may be laxer with our utilization of the ones we discovered. I must admit I am curious about the effects of a few of them.”

I nodded as we arrived at the gate and Bruga knocked roughly on the thick wood. “So am I. The symbols on them should make them easy to-” Bruga turned to me sharply and shushed me as we waited before the gate. I bit my cheek in mild annoyance before composing myself.

A moment of silence followed before a voice boomed over the ramparts, hidden behind the wall’s tall spikes. “Who Goes There?” It bellowed. “What Is Your Business With Snakhagr?”

Bruga tilted her head back to shout her response up at the guard; her voice droning and official as if she had said something similar many times before. “We Are Three Mages Of The Institute. We Return From A Short Expedition To Gather Ingredients For Our Studies.” Bruga continued to stare up at the gate as she waited for a response. She tilted her head concernedly as the gates before us remained silent. The only sound echoing over the field was the rush of grass and the muted murmur of the city beyond. A twinge of unease sparked through me as she glanced uncertainly at me and Gremach.

I was tempted to ask her what was wrong when the voice finally bellowed another question. “What Are The Names Among You?” It asked. The query was met with stunned and uncertain silence.

This was obviously not a usual question as Bruga hesitated before responding apprehensively. “Those Returning Go By The Names Of Bruga, Gremach, And Dexter!”

The response was immediately followed by one more question. “Are Any Amongst You Not Of Orcish Blood?” My heart began hammering in my chest as the question hummed down. Gremach and Bruga glanced at me in confusion as my head began racing. “The hell kind of questions are these? What’s going on? Is this normal? No, Gremach and Bruga are responding similarly. That must mean something is up. Then what happened? Are the others okay? Did something happen to the Institute?”

Bruga suddenly shook her head before looking up to shout a response at the gate. “Indeed.” She replied. “There is an outsider amongst our rank.” The field before the gate fell silent again. I felt my heart pounding with uncertainty as we waited on the worn dirt outside. I turned as I noticed a glimmer of movement near the top of the wall, but it disappeared before I could identify it. I glanced at Gremach and Bruga questioningly, but they kept their eyes fixed on the gate above. Another moment passed before a large clank sounded from behind the thick wood and the doors began to slowly turn inward. I moved to take a step forward, but Gremach placed his hand on my chest to stop me. I let out a nervous sigh and stood there as we waited for the doors to open.

I barely got a glimpse of the city beyond before a figure slipped through the opening and dashed towards us. I had only a moment to react to the auburn specter before it slammed into me and caused me to stagger back. My confusion only grew as it wrapped its arms around pressed its head against my chest. My confusion suddenly turned into relief as I looked down and saw that the figure was Amelia, her head bow as her arms gripped me tightly. “A-Amelia?” I stammered, suddenly confused again at the series of events. “What’s going on? What are-”

I stopped as Amelia suddenly muttered into my chest, her warm breath sending a shiver through my spine. “I missed you so much.” Her muffled voice responded, full of emotion and longing. “I haven’t seen you in forever.”

I furrowed my brow as I glanced down again, her auburn hair, the only part of her I could see. “It hasn’t been that long.” I countered. “I left just this-”

“But it has been.” She suddenly insisted. She gripped me tighter as she continued. “You’ve been gone for a week. I was so worried about you.”

My brow furrowed at the obvious lie as I glanced at Gremach and Bruga. They gave me equally confused looks as they turned to Amelia nestling in my chest. “What the hell is going on?” I asked as I looked down at Amelia again. “Why the questions? Why the hug? What happened while we were gone?”

Amelia didn’t reply for a moment, only letting out a slow sigh into my chest. She eventually loosened her grip and brought herself up to whisper in my ear, sending another chill down my back. “It’s not safe to talk here.” She muttered quietly, her voice devoid of prior emotions. “Just follow my lead and don’t speak. We don’t know if anyone is listening in.” I swallowed nervously as Amelia pulled away and gaze up at me questioningly. I hesitated for a moment before giving her a silent nod. Amelia nodded in kind as she pulled away, grabbing my hand to pull me towards the gates. “Let’s go back home.” She continued, a little loudly. “The Institute will be able to protect us.” I nodded and followed along quietly as Amelia dragged me through the gate and into the city. Gremach and Bruga followed close behind. The gate within was flanked with several lines of guards, each eyeing us as we walked down a small stretch of clear road in front of the gate. I was immediately hit by the full wave of the noise within the walls. The streets before us were packed, filled to the brim with orcs as they rushed back and forth in preparation for …. something. It wasn’t the usual calm and collected hustle and bustle either. I could hear mayhem and panic in each utterance of conversation around me.

“Do we have enough supplies for this?”

“How long will they keep them closed?”

“Why is this happening now?”

I heard a thousand questions being asked as I was led through the crowd by Amelia and not one of them had an answer. I pressed my lips together to stop myself from asking any questions. Amelia had mentioned someone listening in and I didn’t dare let anything slip without knowing more. Amelia led me and the others down road after road as we traveled deeper into the city, each street just as packed as the first. My head swiveled back and forth as I tried to deduce what was going on. “Was there going to be an attack? Has an infection broken out? Who would be listening in? Why is all of this happening? Where are we going? Are the others going to be okay?” I shook my head as I focused on Amelia pulling me past orc after orc, her head fixed on the path ahead. Her soft hand squeezed mine gently as I was led into a familiar part of the city. “Wait, this is where the Institute is. Why are we going here? Did something happen to it?” Amelia remained silent as she dragged me around a corner and towards the familiar green and purple building in the distance. She quickly closed the gap, pushing past another dozen groups of meandering orcs before finally stepping past the gate and onto the front lawn. I glanced behind to make sure Bruga and Gremach had made it before letting Amelia pull me towards the front door. She let out a sigh as she grabbed the handle and pulled me and the others inside, closing the door behind us with a sharp click.

My apprehension and curiosity peaked as I looked around the entrance hall. The inside of the Institute was just as chaotic as the outside, if not more so. The tables of relics had been emptied of magical items. Instead, they were filled with maps of the city and stacked with near-empty boxes of inert gold and green flecked candles. Wizards and Mages stood over the tables and read the maps as they were issued orders and one of the candles. I noticed the ones giving orders had thick leather sashes tied across their torso, each with a unique addition, and four of them I recognized from before. They must have been the Magistrates, the highest authority of the Institute second only to Garahk. My observations were interrupted as Amelia walked past me and motioned for us to follow.

I nodded as she began leading me once more, this time through the Institute and past the tables of maps and silent candles. The Magistrates glanced our way as we passed, causing another twinge of apprehension to materialize as Amelia led me away. “Shit has gotten real if they’re involved.” I thought to myself. “Why do they need those candles? Why the maps? Are they looking for something?” I decided to hold my tongue for a little longer as Amelia led me past the library, the repository, and into a new room of the institute. A single sign was affixed above the door, using elegant letters to spell out the purpose of the room beneath it; the Arkanul Portath, whatever the hell that meant. I swallowed nervously as Amelia led me and the others in and closed the door behind us, allowing me to look around in astonishment.

The room was massive, larger than I thought possible inside the Institute. Then again, that was true for a lot of rooms here, but this one even more so. In front of me was a massive table, ingrained with another map; this one appearing to be one of all of Gashur. Six tiny gemstones were embedded into the table, appearing to mark spots around the state as they glowed faintly. Garahk sat at the far end of the table, gripping a new staff and surrounded by a dozen or so other mages as they argued amongst each other. What was most noticeable about the room, however, were the six massive stone obelisks on the far wall, each chiseled with an emblem that glowed alongside one another. Amelia gestured us over as she approached the table and stood opposite Garahk. I approached hesitantly as Garahk finally noticed our arrival and looked up. “Ah. At last.” She muttered as she straightened slightly. The surrounding orcs suddenly stopped their bickering and turned to glare at me and Amelia. I could feel the animosity materialize as I stood over the table. “I am glad of your timely arrival. It would appear the city has encountered a situation we did not anticipate.”

I nodded as I ignored the malicious stares and gazed at the table, only now noticing three of those gold and green speckled candles. “I noticed.” I voiced, causing the flames to glow green. “I had to be dragged through utter chaos to get here. I’m a little annoyed at having yet another issue pop up, but that’s for another time. For now, tell me what’s going on and why this is all happening.”

Garahk nodded as she gestured at the table, causing another light to appear near the center of the map. “The city has entered Radzul Raila, barring almost all movement in and out. The guild representatives have been summed to devise a tactic of finding the objects of our search.”

I nodded again as I looked at the light, noticing the S it created on the hill beneath it. “And what’s got your shawls all ruffled?” I asked, looking up at Garahk again. “I didn’t see something like this when the elves threatened to attack. What happened this time? What changed?”

Garahk let out a sigh as she leaned on her staff. “It would appear …” She said slowly. “That Snakhagr is harboring several traitors and the elven commander has escaped our custody.”

My fist clenched as I heard her explanation. “He what?” I asked, suppressing my mounting anger.

Garahk sighed again as she gestured at the table. “We have been betrayed. According to the guards, two orcs claimed you had some outsider techniques that you wished to try on him. They walked out of White Rock and have not been seen since.”

I let out an angered sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Stay calm. Deep breath.” I looked up at Garahk as I muffled the rage once more. “Do you know if he got out of the city?” I asked hesitantly.

Garahk nodded as she pointed at the light on the table once more. “His presence, we are certain of. No gate has reported anyone attempting to bring an elf through. He is certainly still in the city. It is only a matter of finding him and the traitors that are helping him.”

I nodded at her reasoning as I let out another annoyed sigh. The circumstances had definitely taken a turn for the worse, just when things were going better too. Thankfully, they hadn’t gone completely south. We could manage so long as he didn’t make it back to Almar. I looked up at Garahk as I felt my anger threaten to boil over. “What’s the plan then?” I asked sharply. “How long will the city be on lockdown? And what about my group? Is there anything you want us to do?”

Garahk shook her head at my last question. “Your skills are not needed in this endeavor. In truth, it would be wise to keep you close rather than let you wander off and risk abduction. The Institute is well aware of Almar’s desire for you and the lengths he will go to acquire you.” She gestured at the door behind me as the light on the table faded away. “We have commodities prepared for you in the dorms. We shall observe the situation until we can be certain you are not at risk of abduction.”

I let out a growl as I pressed my hand to my head. Not bad, but not quite what I wanted to hear either. “Really?” I muttered angrily, practically glaring at Garahk. My voice grew in volume as I struggled to maintain composure. “Do you expect me to just sit in a room and wait for this to be over? I Helped You Catch The Bastard And This Is How You-”

I was cut off as Garahk pointed her staff at me and uttered one word, causing the smooth gemstone to glow. “Mlac” A wave of tranquility washed over me as if a boiling pot had suddenly been taken off the stove.

I closed my eyes and let out a sigh as I hung onto the feeling, cherishing it as I felt it gradually dripping away. I took a handful of deep breaths as the effects slowly faded before opening my eyes again. “Thank you for that.” I sighed. “I didn’t know how much I needed that.”

Garahk nodded as she lowered her staff again. “Do not expect the same effect again.” She warned. “The mind is quite an adaptive thing. Spells such as this never have the same effect twice. You cannot directly help in this endeavor, but I thought it prudent that you remain calm in this troubling time. You may be able to offer an outsider’s solution to this conundrum.”

I shook my head as I scratched thoughtfully, my mind clear for the moment. “Nothing that comes to mind,” I admitted. “Even then, anything like that would take time and a preemptive knowledge on that sort of thing, both of which I have neither of.” I looked up at Garahk as I let out a defeated sigh. “How long will it take for you to search the city?” I asked. “This is important, but my group was working on something time-sensitive before this came up.”

Garahk sighed as she leaned on her staff, her face drooping from exhaustion. “Of that, I am uncertain.” She admitted. “Ten thousand souls are a great number to interrogate, many times over to ensure we have searched thoroughly. A handful of days at the quickest, assuming the commander’s location does not change. It may be longer if we do not find him.”

I nodded as I tilted my head back and stared, unfocused, at the ceiling. “Two poor pieces of news” I thought defeatedly. “We might have to abandon the quest for the moment and hope that Orthan can last for a little while. In the meantime, we might be able to design a good spell to pick up a trail. We’ll have plenty of time now. That sounds like a good idea.”

I nodded as I looked back down at Garahk. “I’ll leave you guys to it then,” I said thankfully. “I’ll let you guys know if my group comes up with something.” I glanced at Amelia and the others as I gestured for them to follow me. “For now, we’ll go and revise our timeline.” Garahk nodded as I turned and led the others outside of the room.

I felt the last of Garahk’s spell fade as I closed the door behind us. The pot was placed back on the stove and we stood in the hall as we began discussing the events.

“This is most unnerving,” Gremach muttered apprehensively.

Bruga nodded in response. “To think that Snakhagr has traitors in our midst.”

Amelia hugged herself tightly as she looked at the floor. “I knew what she was going to say, but it’s just as horrible the second time around.”

I sighed and rubbed my head again as I recalled everything I knew. “This happened way too late in the day,” I muttered tiredly. “It couldn’t have happened a day later either. Just one day would have let us get out there and find him.”

Amelia looked up in surprise. “You got the sample?” She asked.

I nodded as I gestured towards Gremach. “A headache to get, but yeah we have it.” I suddenly began glancing around as I realized something. “What about you and Salthu? I asked curiously. “Did you guys find the spell?”

Amelia nodded as she gestured back towards the library. “Salthu is with the guards from White Rock. They’re the ones that told us what had happened.”

I nodded as I felt myself return to normal, my emotions bubbling up once more. “They’re just caught in the middle of this. They couldn’t have waited one day? They were only doing their job. They were from the prison? …. I wonder what they know.” I glanced down the hall as I tapped my chin thoughtfully. I turned back to Amelia as an idea bubbled to the surface. “Where are the guards right now?”

Amelia’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion as she stared at me. “They’re being questioned in the repository.” She replied dismissively. “Why? Is there something you want to ask them?”

I nodded as I turned and began walking back down the hallway. “I want to hear their story for myself,” I replied over my shoulder. “If we want the sample to stay fresh enough, we need to find the commander as quickly as possible.”
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I glanced back at Amelia as we made our way to the repository. “Any word on Brokil?” I asked curiously. “We might need his input on these events.”

Amelia nodded as she pointed back towards the Arkanul Porath. “Garahk sent some mages to get him from the wisp fields. He should be back in a little while.”

I nodded as I pushed open the doors and strode into the repository. It too had changed since I was last here. The desks running along the central path were cleared of their contents. A crowd of mages lined up at various windows at the front, each set on extracting their teef or artifact from their respective accounts. I glanced around for a few seconds, trying to find the ones not wearing a fluffy shawl, but none of the orcs present fit that criteria. I glanced at Amelia as she and the others joined me. “Where are they keeping the guards?” I asked. “I can’t see them from here.”

Amelia nodded and jogged ahead as she began leading us deeper into the repository. She guided us down a familiar hallway near the front desk, the mutter of the crowd outside dying as she took us past the many doors that ran along the walls. I glanced up as I noticed the opaque quartz crystals seated on the doorframe of each one. My pondering of their purpose was almost immediately answered as Amelia finally stopped and pointed to one door, the only one with a softly glowing crystal. “They should still be in there.” She supplied. “All things considered, they might have wanted to talk to you anyway. They seemed pretty distraught when they learned about their mistake.”

I nodded as I glanced up at the crystal before pushing open the door. Five sets of eyes turned to the door as I and the others stepped into the room. Three orcish guards were sitting on the far side of the table in the center of the room, Salthu and an unnamed mage occupying the other side of the table near the door. A look of relief washed over Salthu’s face as he saw me look around the room. “Ah, outsider. I am glad you are home safe. I grew concerned for your safety when Vulen’s escape was revealed. I can only imagine what the traitors would have done had they found you first.”

I nodded as I turned my attention to the guards opposite. The one that was clearly in charge palmed his weapon nervously as he met my gaze. I did a quick inventory of anything I’d want to know as I glanced at the mage sitting beside Salthu. “What have they told you so far?” I asked directly. “Anything that could help us find them?”

The mage shook his head as he glanced down at the roll of parchment before him. “Nothing useful.” He admitted. “A group of mages was sent to question the other guards at White Rock. They may have more information, but I doubt any could be as useful as the ones before us today.”

My brow furrowed in confusion as I turned to the mage. “Why’s that?” I asked.

The mage gestured nonchalantly at the guards, pointing specifically towards the lead guard. “Because Derthag there spoke to the traitors before they left the prison. It would appear they claimed to be following your orders.”

I let out an annoyed growl as I pinched my temple. “Of course they did,” I muttered under my breath. I turned to the guards as I felt my rage begin to simmer again. “You didn’t think to head up to the barn to make sure they were telling the truth?” I spat angrily. “If I needed to interrogate him, I would have done it there. He wouldn’t have even left his cell.”

The guard in the center let out a groan as he cradled his head in his hands. “The thought had not crossed my mind, unfortunately.” He muttered guiltily. “To think my negligence allowed him to escape captivity.”

I nodded as I crossed my arms and glared at him. “For any other prisoner, I’d understand, but the fucking commander of an elven army would have some valuable information and he needed to be watched really fucking ca-hrr-” I suddenly felt an elbow jam into my side and I turned sharply to the source. Amelia was glaring at me as she pursed her lips angrily. I gave her an annoyed questioning look that caused her to roll her eyes in exasperation. She gestured towards the guards insistently as she cleared her throat. I turned in response and felt my shoulders slump as I understood what she was pointing to. The central guard’s head was bowed, his thumbs pressed to his temple as his elbows rested on the table before him. I could see the muscles in his forearm as his fists clenched tightly.

I let out an exasperated sigh as I scratched my head annoyedly. I needed to remain calm. I could lecture the guard for his mistake for as long as I wanted to, or move past it and just solve the problem. I let out another sigh as I tilted my head back and stretched my neck, causing my spine to pop. “Remember the mediations. Remember the mediations. Just detach yourself and move forward.” I let out one last calming breath as I looked down at the guards again. Their leader had not moved from his ponderous and grieving state. I rubbed my head in defeat as I finally collected myself. “Look,” I began carefully. “There’s still a way to fix this. We don’t think he’s left the city yet so there’s a chance we’ll be able to catch him.”

The guard looked up at me, hopefully. “Truly?” He asked.

I nodded as I gestured to the door behind me. “The Institute is investigating as we speak. It’s only a matter of time before we find him. You can help us try and shorten that time if you want. We just need to know everything you noticed about the guards that escorted the commander away.”

The guard nodded as he smiled and rubbed his head in relief. “How fortunate.” He chuckled. “Here I sit, thinking I will be reprimanded for my inattention when all that is asked of me are details of the new hires.”

I nodded as I gestured towards him. “Start with them then,” I encouraged. “It sounds pretty fishy when new guards escort a high-value prisoner away.”

The guard nodded as he rubbed his neck guiltily. “I assume they were new hires,” He admitted. “They were no guard I had ever seen before. The warden has been strung up as of recent, considering the guards stationed to watch the destroyed gate. He has been understaffed for the last two months. I would not blame him for bringing in unknown guards from the eastern district.”

I let out an intrigued hum as the mage wrote something down on the parchment. “Did the prison think to verify who the guards were before letting them wander around on their own?” I asked curiously.” The guard shook his head as his face fell. I sighed again as I scratched my head. “We’ll just have to see if the mages turn up with anything then,” I grumbled. “What about their appearance? Did you notice anything distinctive we could use to track them down?”

The guard shook his head again as he let out a sigh. “Nothing stuck out to me.” He admitted. “Their appearance was rather mundane, all things considered. Their dress appeared to be in poor shape and their stature was neither short nor tall. Their lineage could have been from any of the districts, even outside of the city. Although, their complexion rather muddied now that I consider it. Nothing too drastic, mind you, but I have doubts that they spent their youth among the streets of Snakhagr.”

I nodded as I felt my spirits lift slightly. “Then we just have to ask around for people from out of town.” I reasoned. “That’ll narrow the search down.”

Amelia turned and looked at me curiously. “We’d still have to ask just about everyone in the city about the commander. It doesn’t exactly tell us where they might have taken him.”

I let out a grumble as I nodded and rubbed my head. “That’s a good point,” I muttered. “It’ll still take a while to weed out the culprits and find out where they took him. … Is there anything else you remember about them?” I asked as I turned back to the guards. “Any small detail might be helpful. We just need some way to distinguish them.”

The center guard let out a hum as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his eyes narrowed in concentration. After a moment, he looked up and shook his head. “Nothing distinctive, sadly.” He sighed remorsefully. “Their tusks were mildly crooked, but you could say the same for any number of orcs.”

I let out another sigh as I rubbed my head and ran through the known variables. “The commander is gone; likely taken by someone in the city. Fortunately, we don’t have reason to believe they escaped the city. Unfortunately, ten thousand is a lot of people to question, even if everyone in the Institute is working to find them. Overlapping is practically guaranteed during something like this. There’s no way to separate those we’ve already questioned from those that haven’t, especially considering the size of the city. Two hundred acres leaves a lot of room for traitors to hide, especially considering the number of buildings and homes that are in that area. That’s not even considering one of our assumptions is wrong and they did-” I shook my head as I banished the thought from my mind. I could feel my mind wandering back to the beginning again. If I allowed it, my mind would loop through my thoughts repeatedly until something new was introduced to the situation. I couldn’t afford to waste any time though. The commander had to be found and we had to get back to our task. I glanced towards Amelia and the others and motioned my head towards the door. “We’ll need to come up with a new plan,” I told them. “Something that’ll expedite the search and let us move back over to Orthan. We should head to the library to start brainstorming.” They nodded as they started shuffling towards the door. I turned back to the guards and gave them a wave as I began to follow them. “Thanks for the info. I’ll talk to Dubak about keeping extra guards in the city for situations like this.” I saw a flicker of a grin on the center guard’s face as I closed the door behind me and followed the others back towards the library.

We began discussing the situation as we walked, as well as possible solutions. “Fortune has not befallen us this day,” groaned Bruga. “First Garthan and now the city itself. I only hope we can resolve this obstacle before our sample expires.”

I nodded as I gestured towards Gremach. “We’ll have a few days,” I assured her. “If we work through the night, we might be able to come up with something to help the wizards and mages in the city.” I felt a yawn creep up my chest and I lifted my hand to my mouth as I let it leave my lips. “Haa-ah I only hope I can stay awake for that long.” I turned to Slathu and Amelia as I stretched my arms, trying to distract myself from the fatigue. “How went the spell hunting?” I asked them. “You found what you were looking for?”

Salthu nodded as he mimicked a gesture. “We spent the day studying the spell for use on your sample. Speaking of, were you able to obtain it?”

I nodded as I held my hand out to Gremach. He reached into his shawl and handed me the vial of blood as I replied. “Technically it’s not the one we were looking for, but it might work regardless. Were you able to learn anything about the limits of the spell?”

Salthu nodded as I passed the bottle to him and he examined it closely. “It would appear your theory holds. Those that created the spell mixed the blood from several donors and found that donors who bore a child together could function as a single sample for any of their offspring.”

I felt a twinge of relief before it was quickly overrun by annoyance again. “This couldn’t have happened a day later, could it,” I growled, emerging into the repository proper. We began walking down the long hall to the entrance as I rubbed my head drowsily. “Then again, the sample we got might not have worked in the first place. We got it from his brother, not from either of his parents.”

Salthu and Amelia turned to me in confusion. Salthu gripped the flask gingerly as he examined the contents again. “Is this the reason for the medium?” He asked curiously. “I had thought the contents appeared thin.”

I nodded as I rubbed the back of my head exhaustedly. “Thank Gremach for getting what we could, and whatever god of luck you believe in for finding it in the first place. Cause he did not help us at all in getting the blood we wanted.”

Salthu nodded as he held the vial up higher, using a wayward orb to examine the contents once more. “We will have to tread cautiously.” He confirmed. “This medium is only a temporary solution. The volume of the sample is most worrying. This is hardly enough for a single transformation potion, let alone a tracking spell.”

I nodded as I lifted a hand to push open a door, but stopped as Salthu’s last words rang in my head. The others bumped into me as I froze in place, but I didn’t notice as I latched onto a single detail. “Transformation potion. Transformation Potion. Transformation POTION.” I felt a surge of adrenaline as an explosion of possibilities dissipated my drowsiness. I cursed myself as I spun on my heel and stared apprehensively at Salthu. He gave me a look of confusion as he gripped the bottle close to his chest. “We can make what, from that sample?” I asked in disbelief. “Just what can you do with that bottle of essence?”

Salthu looked taken aback at the question he glanced at the others hesitantly before stuttering a response. “Th-There is a great number of uses for essence.” He replied defensively. “The most common and u-useful method is to track them with a variety of i-incantations and ob-”

I dismissed the idea with a swift gesture. “Not that, the other thing you mentioned.” I insisted quickly. “You said you could transform with essence?”

Salthu’s brows furrowed curiously at my notion. “Not permanently.” He clarified. “The potion will only work for a time and only so long as you-” I didn’t wait for him to finish. I turned and dashed past them, running back to the room we had just left, causing the orcs crowded in front of the bars to turn in confusion as I ran by. I could hear the others following me as I burst into the hallway and skidded to a halt in front of the still glowing gemstone ordained doorway.

Amelia barely had time for a “What are you-” before I shoved the door open, causing it to slam into the wall and for the four orcs inside to turn to me in surprise.

I pointed squarely at the central guard as one detail he mentioned ate away at my attention. “What did you say about their tusks?” I practically bellowed. The guard stared at me in disbelief as he gripped his weapon tightly, not responding to my sudden query. I growled annoyedly as I stepped in and slammed my palm onto the table. “Just say it again.” I insisted. “What did their tusks look like?”

The guard glanced towards the mage opposite as if I had suddenly grown a second head and didn’t dare mention it, before turning back and repeating his prior description in a more apprehensive tone. “Their … Their tusks were bent.” He replied finally. “Inward, as if they wished to point at their noses instead of skyward. … Peculiar noses now that I consider it. I have never had such ease gazing into one’s-” I didn’t let him finish the addition. If my fear was right, we wouldn’t have any time to spare. I turned and ran out the door again, past the others and dashing towards the door of the repository once more.

This time Amelia was able to shout a question at me as I ran by. “Where Are You Going?” She asked angrily.

I shouted an answer over my shoulder as my mind began racing again. “To Find Garahk.” I bellowed. “I Need To Know What Assumptions She’s Making For Her Decisions.” My legs groaned in exhausted protest as I bolted towards the large doors at the end of the repository. My heart began pounding in my chest as my feet thundered across the hectic hallway.

I was nearing the door when the heavy oaken panels swung in of their own accord, revealing Brokil accompanied by another mage as he gestured inside. “Your associates should be-”

I dashed past the two, throwing a quick wave in Brokil’s direction before gesturing for him to follow. “Nice To See You Again,” I shouted quickly, causing the mage and Brokil to jump as I ran by. “No Time To Explain, Things Might Be Worse Than We Thought.” My feet hammered against the floor of the institute, echoing along the spacious hallway as they carried me back to Garahk.

I could hear the others following close behind as they threw question after question in my direction. “What Has Come Over You?” Bruga bellowed.

“What Was So Important About Their Tusks?” Gremach asked loudly.

“How Can This Situation Possibly Be Worse?” Shouted Salthu.

I panted heavily as I skidded around the corner, bolting for the door into the Arkanul Portath. I slammed into the heavy barriers and threw them open as I shouted wildly into the room. “GARAHK!” The name bounced wildly off the walls as the entire room turned to me in surprise. I rushed forward as I pointed squarely at Garahk, hardly noticing Dumag standing beside the table. The roll of parchment he was holding was wound back up as he watched the scene unfold before him. I panted and kept a finger trained Garahk as I stood above the table. She gave me an uncertain look as I began my barrage of questions. “How long have we known about his disappearance?” I began earnestly. “How long have they had to coordinate? What kind of options did they have? Who have you already eliminated as suspects? How certain are you that you can trust them?” I finally lowered my hand and placed it firmly on the table as I leaned forward to deliberately meet Garahk’s gaze. “How do you know the traitor isn’t in the Institute?”

Garahk’s brow knitted together in shock at my last query. She scoffed as she lowered her staff and rubbed her head in annoyance. “Is your trust in us so easily broken?” She growled. She gestured about at the orcs that surrounded the table as she began berating me. “It was unanimous that outsiders were not to be taught at the Institute. The guilds collectively protested your presence within these walls. Yet here you stand, accusing one of our own that they had-”

“It’s not about who I trust.” I injected quickly. Garahk was taken aback. She eyed me once more. I felt my body trembling from the possibilities of my next question. I let out a calming breath as I forced my mind to focus and string another set of words together. “Is there even a remote possibility that one of the mages would help the commander escape?” I asked calmly. “I’m not accusing anyone. I wouldn’t even have any idea who to name if I did, but you might.” I pointed my finger at Garahk again as I explained. “You would know if one of your mages had an inkling of betrayal. Why else would you mobilize the entire Institute to track him down? Anyone of them could delay or misdirect the search to allow him to escape. Hell, even a basic teleport spell would have allowed them to flee the city the instant they got him out of the prison. Yet they’re running around out there right now, searching the city for that elf.” I lowered my hand again as I felt it begin to tremble, my attention solely focused on what Garahk would say to my final question. “I just need to know one thing, one thing only you could know.” The room silently stared at me, the eyes of seven collective guilds and the Elder Mother. I pressed my palm to the table to stop it from trembling, focussing only on Garahk as she met my gaze. “Do you trust the mages of this Institute? The wizards of Snakhagr? The guilds of Gashur? Are you certain, that none of them would ever help a commander of Adympia?”

The room remained silent at my final query. The guilds on either side of Garahk eyed her curiously as she stood there silently. She tilted her head as she stared at me, taking in my expression. “That is all you wish to know?” She asked. The room turned to me again as Garahk countered my question with her own. I nodded solemnly as I pressed my palm down harder, dreading her response. Garahk let out a sigh as she stood there for a moment, pondering quietly. She finally nodded as she straightened and gripped her staff sternly. “No charge of mine, orc or otherwise, would have aided in Vulen’s escape.”

My heart raced as I leaned forward again. “You’re certain of that?” I challenged. Garahk nodded as her grip tightened on her staff. I let out a solemn sigh as my shoulders slumped. “That’s unfortunate,” I muttered. The room immediately filled with murmurs at my remark.

In an instant Amelia was beside me, yanking on my shoulder to berate me face to face. “That’s it. You need to start telling us what the hell you’re thinking; cause I sure as hell didn’t expect you to respond with That.”

I nodded as I began rubbing my head thoughtfully, the options eliminating themselves one by one as I factored in Garahk’s certainty. “Because I don’t think those were orcs that took the commander away,” I said slowly. Amelia’s expression shifted to one of confusion. I let out a sigh as I was left with one option, the only one that made sense. “I don’t think Nione has forgotten about us.”

Amelia’s face dropped in shock, her hand flying to cover her mouth. “You don’t mean, she gasped.”

I nodded as I looked around the room. The guilds were glaring at me with curious contempt, awaiting my next words. Garahk held the same look of confusion as she had before, just as unaware of my conclusion as I had been a few moments ago. I let out a sigh and forced my hand to stop shaking as I chose my next words carefully. “I don’t think the commander is in the city,” I muttered regretfully. A murmur of confusion rippled through the room. I quickly continued to avoid the imminent barrage of questions. “I’ve considered what I know about the situation and it seems like a very real possibility.” The questions came all the same.

“What could you possibly know that we do not?” One of the guild members spat.

“These accusations are unprecedented.” Another muttered.

“It was a mistake to allow you into the Institute.” Yet another groaned.

More voices joined theirs, filling the room with noise. I gestured calmingly as I tried to get a word in, but it was no use; they already began conversing amongst themselves. “The notion is preposterous. The commander is still out there. We must turn our attention to finding him.”

“Here I thought the outsider had something productive to contribute.” One said, almost in disbelief.

“Just ignore him.” Another muttered dismissively. “We have work to accomplish."

I slammed a fist onto the table as I bellowed angrily, finally cutting through the ruckus. "You'll be wasting your time." I insisted. "He's probably long gone by now, on his way to Nione with whoever helped him escape."

One of the guild members shook his head as he crossed his arms defiantly. "No gate has reported an elf attempting to leave the city." He growled in response. "Thusly, the commander must still be in the city. Now begone with you. We have no time to waste.”

I growled in annoyance as I rubbed my temple exhaustedly. “If they have a mage, they wouldn’t need to deal with the gate.” I countered. “They could just teleport away if they so desired. I’m assuming that’s what those massive obelisks behind you are for.” I finished as I pointed squarely at one of the six stone behemoths.

Many of the guild members glanced at the stones behind them, leaving a handful to glare annoyedly back at me. One of them let out a sigh of her own as she mimicked my aggravated gesture. “Is that not what your line of questioning sought to resolve?” She spat. She turned to Garahk as she gestured towards me condescendingly. “Can we not remove him?” She asked angrily. “He contributes nothing to this discussion and is an outright hindrance to our efforts.”

I lifted my finger to yell a response when Garahk slammed the butt of her staff into the floor, slicing through the bickering in an instant. “ENOUGH!” She barked. The room fell silent once more, Garahks staff glowing softly, before fading. Garahk let out a sigh as she turned to me, her piercing eyes narrowed as she scrutinized me. “How can you be certain of your claim?” She challenged skeptically. “Such a scenario is a direst prospect to consider. The commander has been our only impactful counter to Almar’s outsider weapons. His escape would mean the loss of our only bargaining token to regain what was stolen from us. What has made you consider the series of events?”

The room turned their attention to me once more. I felt a twinge of apprehension as I saw their stares of contempt. The logic made sense to me, but I was finding it difficult to convey the idea into words. My apprehension gradually mounted as the room continued to stare at me. I let out a sigh as I clenched my eyes shut and ran through my thought process again. “Explain, God damn it. If you’re right, you need to get after him immediately. You can’t let them waste time if he’s not here.” It was no use though. I could follow through the steps, but not formulate the explanation properly. I clenched my fist angrily as I silently berated myself “Useless fucking bitch. Open your damn mouth and start talking before I bite your tongue off.“ Though my self deprecating condemnations I suddenly felt a hand on my arm and I turned to see Amelia looking up at me assuredly. She nodded silently as she gave my arm a gentle squeeze. “Take your time.” She whispered encouragingly. “Just explain your idea. … You can do this.”

I let out a breath as my shoulders relaxed. My apprehension softened and melted away as I turned to the table in front of me once more. The seven embedded Gemstones sat inert as I let my mind go through the thought process once more. “It’s a solid theory.” I assured myself. “You just have to convey it.” I looked up as I finally strung together a basis for my idea. “There are two possible scenarios for this event.” I began. “The commander has been given access to a mage, or it’s just a ragtag group of traitors. In the latter scenario, we don’t have much to worry about. Like you all said, he can’t get out of the city without being noticed by the guards. The former scenario is what I want to focus on though.” I gestured to the obelisks again. “If he has access to a mage then he would have easily slipped out of the city without anyone noticing. If he escaped this morning, he could already be on his way back to Nione. In which case, you’ll only be wasting your time searching the city.”

One of the guild members let out a sigh as she leaned on the table. “I do not suppose you have any other thoughts?” She asked condescendingly. “You did ask the Elder mother herself if she thought any of us would betray Gashur. Yet, you still came to this outlandish conclusion. … Why is that?”

I nodded as I rubbed my jaw thoughtfully. “No orcish mage, no,” I replied. “But orcs aren’t the only ones that can use magic. Nor are they the only ones with a vested interest in the commander.”

Her eyes narrowed as the others slowly realized what I was getting at. “How can you be certain of this notion?” She asked skeptically. “What aspect of this escape indicates elven intervention?”

I gestured over my shoulder as I tapped my jaw. “It’s what the guards said about the orcs that took the commander,” I replied. “They had tusks that tilted inwards.” A clatter to my left indicated Dumag had dropped the scroll in his hands. A confused murmur rippled along the table.

“What significance is that?” One of them barked. “What do their tusks have to do with any of this?”

I gestured to the door behind me as I elaborated. “Because their appearance happens to coincide with the disappearance of someone else, someone that is noted to have that exact dental alignment. Considering how the guards described the pair, and a piece of information I really wish I had earlier, I’m fairly certain those weren’t orcs that took the commander; not really.”

“You do not believe-” One of them questioned.

I nodded grimly. “Those were elves,” I confirmed.

“IMPOSSIBLE!” Another bellowed, slamming his fist into the table. “They Were Orcs! Traitors To Their Tribe! They Are In The City And They Will Be Hunted Down.”

I shook my head as I felt my anger rise again, fueled by the mage’s display of emotion. “Not if they had a transformation potion.” I countered. “Any transformation magic really, but I think they used some kind of potion. Why else would they need an orc?”

I was suddenly spun around as a hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled. Dumag glared down at me as his hands pressed into my shoulders. “Tell Me This Is Your Notion Of A Joke!” He roared, shaking me angrily. “They Cannot Have Taken Orthan!”

I pried his finger off of me as I matched his angered expression. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” I retorted. “Why else would they risk an escape? They would have known about a potential lockdown and how hard it would be to just get him out of the city. If they were smart, they would have had a plan to escape the walls before getting the commander out of prison. Since none of the gates reported any attempts for him to leave, they must have had some other way to escape the city.” I pointed at the six stone obelisks on the far side of the room. “Mages are hardly one to take a slow way out. Hell, we used beacons of our own in the mountain city. Two is all they would have needed to escape. That only leaves proper disguises to get in and out of the city without drawing attention and I guarantee that they found that way using the essence of an orc. ” Duamg’s expression fell as he heard my explanation. He looked away as he covered his face and let out a low sigh. I felt a twinge of regret as I saw his fist gently trembling. I had thrust an idea on him that he was desperately trying to keep at bay; the idea that Orthan was in danger. I let out a sigh of my own as I turned back around and leaned heavily on the table, my expression hardened as I stared at the gemstones. “Orthan has probably been there all this time, likely nothing more than an ingredient to them. He has to be there. Nothing else makes sense. If the potions are temporary. I can only imagine how much blood they’re using, how many others they might have. We can’t waste any more time.”

Garahk’s soothing voice interrupted my brooding. “What action are you considering?” She asked. “If your theory is true, our chances of recovering him are slim. Our search area grows with each passing moment, incredibly so if they truly have a mage on their side.”

“Hang on.” One of the guild members protested. “How can we be certain this is what has occurred? There are uncountable other events that could have created this outcome. Are we going to abandon the search over this half-formed notion?”

Garahk shook her head as she gripped her staff thoughtfully. “No, we must not abandon our search of the city.” She replied. “However, if this is a potential outcome, we must consider a way to eliminate that possibility.” She turned to me again. “Outsider,” she repeated. “Has your guild been exploring a method of searching for this missing orc?”

I nodded as I turned to Salthu, holding out a hand. He gave me the vial still in his hands and I held it out to Garahk and the others as I explained. “We were planning to use this to extract an analogous of his essence. It might not have been exact, but all we needed was a hint at where he was taken. Anything else would have been on us.”

Garahk nodded thoughtfully. “Prudent. Are you certain that this sample would have led you to your missing target?”

I glanced back at Salthu questioningly. He hesitated before stepping forward and nodding. “We have a cursory understanding of the spell,” he prefaced. “However, we believe it is possible to create facsimiles of one’s essence, given that we have obtained a sample from a family member. The theory is as yet unproven, but a portion of time should be adequate to verify the notion.”

Garahk nodded as she gestured her staff in our direction. “Then it is decided,” she declared. “You shall complete your work and depart from the city to search for this missing orc.”

“Just A Moment.” One of the guild members said angrily. “You are not about to trust these outsiders, are you? He has blatantly and rudely intruded on our tasks with these wild accusations. Did you not wish to confine him to the Institute for his safety? What of the traitors in the city? Will they not attempt to capture them as soon as they depart?”

Garahk nodded in agreement as she gestured dismissively. “Such a threat would be possible, but if his notion is correct then there is only one reason he was named. They did not yet know where he resided and extracting the commander was the only way to draw attention to the outsider.”

My eyes grew wide with realization as another murmur rippled along the table. “This is definitely Almar’s work,” I growled. “He’s the only one with a reason to get the commander and us. His team must be on his way to Nione as we speak.”

Garahk shook her head as she gestured at the map. “They would have a camp somewhere,” she responded. “The Barron has likely sent his most trusted to infiltrate the city. Your missing orc would be held there to provide essence for their incantations. They may depart in the morning, however, so time is of the essence.”

I nodded as I looked over the table again. If Bulak was truthful about Gashur’s territory, there are a lot of places a camp of elves could hide. We couldn’t let them get away with them. I glanced back at as I handed the vial back to Salthu. “We’ll head out at dawn to find Orthan. Get everything we need for the trip. Anything you think could be useful, take it. Bring the Archive artifacts if you have to. Those elves won’t know what hit them.”

“This is not a wise plan.” One of the guild members warned. “If they truly possess a place of operations, they likely have guards watching over it. A small and frankly inexperienced group is hardly adequate. We are also lending too much credence to this notion of elves dressed as orcs. We have not yet eliminated our most viable theory of events.”

I let out an exasperated growl at his condescending tone. “We’ve gone over how long that’ll take.” I protested. “By the time we search the city, the commander may be long gone.”

“We must also consider the reason for your presence here.” He continued. “You are being generously sheltered to prevent your capture. Initially, we only considered unprepared and foolish traitors, but there is only one group that Almar would trust with such a delicate operation.”

“Almar’s elite,” Amelia confirmed grimly. She rubbed her chin nervously as she got a far off look in her eyes. “Only a handful of soldiers match the training and skill that that team possesses. … Even then, they are supposedly unstoppable.” Amelia grew silent at the last remark.

My face fell as I remembered what she had gone through when she first got here. I placed a hand on her shoulder comfortingly. “You don’t have to come with us if you don’t want to,” I said soothingly. “Inexperienced or not, we’ve faced worse than a few elves. You don’t have to put yourself at risk.”

Amelia hesitated for a moment before shaking her head and pulling herself out of her stupor. “This is something I have to do,” she stated. “I don’t want to hide from this. … I refuse to let my past control me.”

I felt her trembling as I gently held her shoulder. I have her another moment to collect herself before nodding assuredly. “No hiding then,” I confirmed as I turned back to the guilds. “You have our answer. We accept the job. The six of us will move out in the morning. Dumag will stay behind. I’m sure you have tasks for-”

“The guild has seven members,” Dumag suddenly said, finally turning back. His expression had changed to one of determination. “And seven members shall depart on this task. Any less would be inadequate.”

I raised an eyebrow at Dumag’s sudden change in demeanor. “I thought you didn’t want to join us. Didn’t your brother say-”

“This is not about my nephew.” Dumag insisted loudly, avoiding my gaze. His hand was clenched at his side, trembling. “I was tasked with finding the commander and that will be our goal for this expedition. Any other discoveries during this will be coincidental.”

I hesitated for a moment before nodding and turning back to the table. The guild members gazed at me skeptically. “Suit yourself. … So seven mages. We can make the preparations and leave in the morning. … Are there any objections?”

A murmur of conversation rippled over the table again, each guild clustering together to whisper to each other about this sudden turn of events. Surprisingly, Garahk was the one to voice concerns. “Your guild has shown promise,” she encouraged gently. “However, such a mounting task would be dangerous for a novice group such as your own.” A smirk spread across her face as she gestured towards one of the guilds, the ones clad in mostly blue shawls. “Since you have expressed such concern for their safety, Surbag, perhaps your guild will be generous enough to escort the outsiders and assist them in their task.”

One of the guild members that had spoken before growled as he turned to me. Among the orcs around him, he wore the deepest blue shawl with a necklace made of animal teeth. His deceptively brown eyes carried a contempt I was slowly getting used to again. He gritted his teeth for a moment as he continued to stare. He finally scoffed as he shook his head and looked away. “If the Elder Mother wishes it, my guild will provide.”

Garahk smiled and nodded as she gestured at us with her staff. “A handful of mages will do. Your most formidable if you could spare.”

Surbag bowed in response. “It will be done,” he replied. He then turned and strode towards one of the six obelisks in the back of the room. It towered over him as he placed a hand on its surface. A blue glowing symbol appeared on the stone before a loud pop caused the mage to vanish from the spot.

Garahk nodded as she turned back to my group. “Gather what you require, and pray that your method is viable. You depart at dawn.”
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Dexter



Preparations were extremely agitating for me; mostly because I was already tired. The extra effort of making a list and having Brokil head to the barn to pick up didn’t help in the slightest. He was most familiar with the barn though and Amelia and I couldn’t think of any other way to get the artifacts or bags we needed for the trip. In the meantime, our group had claimed a table in the library and were working on our plans for the morning. Gremach, Salthu, and Bruga studied the tracking spell while I, Amelia, and Dumag formulated tactics for an inevitable confrontation. “We should try out some of the spellstones in the morning,” I muttered, rubbing my face. “Test them before we head out and see what’s viable for combat. The same goes for any staves or amulets we have. If they have one mage they might have multiple.”

Dumag nodded as he tapped his enchanted satchel. “I can carry any sizable item we choose. It would be unwise to overburden ourselves against such foes.”

Amelia nodded as she flicked her wrist nervously, repeatedly creating and releasing a small black cube above her palm. “We don’t want to underestimate them.” She confirmed. “From what I’ve heard, they live and breathe devotion. They have the training to back that up too. There’s very little they won’t do for Almar.”

I let out a groan as I nodded. “I’m getting really sick of Almar,” I growled angrily. “You’d think someone with his power and influence would have better things to do than fuck with an entire Tribe of orcs. If he doesn’t get the memo this time, I’m going to raize whatever shithole of a castle he has to the ground.”

Amelia pursed her lips as she let out a low sigh. “He won’t stop.” She muttered. “He’s too stubborn for that. No, he’ll just get angry and come up with something else.”

I nodded as I let out an exhausted sigh, my eyes stinging as I rubbed them drowsily. “We’ll make him,” I assured her. “It’ll just take time. For now, we need to handle these elite guys. Anything else you know about them?”

Amelia shook her head as she leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms in exhaustion. “I didn’t get much freedom,” she sighed. “I only heard whispers about them; bandits that they captured, beasts that they killed, orcs that they caught jumping the border.”

Dumag scoffed as he scowled at the parchment he was writing on. “Fanciful tales meant to swell their standing amongst the populous no doubt,” he growled. “No orc would dare approach the land between Gashur and Adympia. Stray too close and you will suddenly be whisked away to their land of servitude and slavery.”

Amelia shrugged as she shrunk into her seat. “That’s just what I heard,” she muttered sheepishly.

Dumag let out another growl as his scowl deepened, unaware of Amelia’s timid stance. “It is a falsehood,” he insisted. “They view us as nothing but creatures of burden, little more than animals to be rounded up and shackled. The lands deep within Adympia are tended by orcish slaves, brothers whose entire existence was spent on that land. Were they properly trained in our ways, they would not be confined by those knife-eared runts.” I leaned back slightly as Dumag began scribbling furiously, growling as he wrote. “Those pompous ingrates have the world before them. Yet, they choose to waste their resources pursuing their own decadence. Decadence at the cost of others; their companions, their colleagues, the very tribe they were stolen from, And The Family That Can Do Nothing To Oppose Their-” The quill he was using suddenly let out a sharp crack as his hands tightened around it. He blinked in surprise as he let go and let the pieces fall to the parchment, a streak of ink trailing the end of the broken feather as it rolled away. He let out a sigh as his shoulders slumped and he rubbed his head tiredly. “I apologize,” he muttered. “Pursuit of the commander should not be this personal. Yet, I have made it so.”

I continued to give Dumag a hesitant look as Amelia leaned forward, laying her hand on his understandingly. “You don’t have to apologize.” She said encouragingly. “We know this is a delicate situation for you. We’re here to talk if you need it.”

Dumag let out a sigh as he glanced at the other group, his eye drawing towards Bruga as she wrote something down on a piece of parchment. He suddenly growled and shook his head as he leaned back, pulling his hand from beneath Amelia’s. “This gripe is mine.” He muttered dismissively, crossing his arms. “I must control my own desires if I am to call myself a mage. … I appreciate the thought, but I alone must conquer these notions.”

Amelia nodded understandingly as she sunk in her seat again. “Talking can always help though.” She said encouragingly. “If not from us, I’m sure Bruga would be willing to open up with you.”

Dumag was silent for another moment before letting out a long sigh.”Perhaps.” He grumbled reluctantly. “However, we have more pressing matters to tend to at the moment.” He gestured at the parchment in front of him before brushing the broken quill away. “I only wish we were given more time. We had nearly discerned the incantation for creating spellstones. They would prove most valuable in combat for the inexperienced.”

I let out an exhausted sigh as I nodded and rubbed my head. The emotional strain of the situation had suddenly evaporated, much to my own relief. “We’ll just have to work with what we have,” I confirmed solemnly. “We haven’t seen what they can do, but that should be easy to sort out. We’ll just have to keep track of who has what when we find those elite guys.”

Amelia nodded as she pulled her chair forward, reading the pages we had already written. “I’m honestly kind of glad Garahk is sending us with other mages. We aren’t prepared for the elites. I have no idea what kind of traps they’d have set up for that camp of theirs.”

Dumag grumbled again as he shifted a few of the papers to the side. “It will not matter once we find them.” He countered. “Circumventing any countermeasures will be trivial with a simple teleport.”

Amelia let out a low sigh as she rubbed her face in exhaustion. “That’s yet to be seen.” She breathed.

I gestured dismissively as I heard a door open in the distance. Brokil was due back at any moment and I was anxious to get my hands on the supplies we needed. “We’ll figure it out once we learn more,” I assured her. “There’s too little information and too little energy to plan right now. At best we’re spitballing on how to handle them.” I gestured at the pages again as the scale of the endeavor started to tower before me. “These are all assuming they don’t have any combat spells. If they have a mage, they must have magical countermeasures.”

Dumag shook his head dismissively as he picked up a new quill and began writing again. “They would not have a battle-ready mage.” He dismissed plainly. “Very few mages in Adympia are allowed to learn of combat spells. They are mostly used for transport or transmutation. At best they would have combat enhancing potions, assuming they prepared for such a possibility.”

My brow furrowed in confusion as I turned to Dumag, his gaze focused intently on the page he was writing on. “Why wouldn’t they?” I asked. “If they have a mage he must know of a way to defend himself. Why else would he be in a group called the elites?”

Dumag shook his head again as he set his quill down. “Their mage is not part of their group. He would be a mere tool for them, a means to create potions and perform actions outside of their ability.”

I felt my rage bubble up again as my head tilted back and I realized what he was saying. “So their mage would be a slave?” I asked, feeling my annoyance rising,

Dumag let out a confirming hum and my teeth clenched in response. “Adympia is a land of slavery and servitude.” He repeated. “Even more so for any that find themselves in possession of arcane abilities. Their abilities make them rather valuable as slaves.”

I let out a low growl and my fist clenched in anger as I realized what he was saying. Another door in the distance sounded along the muffled shelves of the library. “Of-Fucking-Course,” I growled heatedly. “Of course Adympia does that to their own people. They’re just the epitome of despicable, aren’t they.”

I looked down as I heard a rapid clicking and saw Amelia nodding grimly, her thumbs pressed into her temple. She was tapping her heel on the floor of the library, her expression hardened against the turmoil beneath. “You have no idea.” She muttered quietly. “I encountered a lot of slaves before I made my escape. … One of them stuck out to me. … He looked so broken and out of it, little more than a walking zombie that followed their every command. … I can’t even imagine what he went through that made him like that.”

I grumbled angrily as my knuckles grew white. “They would have done the same to Amelia if they knew about her being a mage, if not worse.” I realized. “Jesus fuck that pisses me off. There are probably others too; others at the mercy of people like Almar and his elite. FUCK. Wait, calm down. We need to focus. I can worry about others later. For now, we need to think about saving just one.” I let out a forceful sigh as I quelled my anger and focused on the present. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” I said aloud. Amelia looked up at me questioning me as I rubbed my head heartedly. My hair was really starting to distract me. It was about time for a trim when I arrived in this world of elves and orcs, but after two and some odd months, it was starting to get unruly. Now it practically covered the top of my ears and scratched the back of my neck every time I turned my head. I suppressed that distracting thought and turned as a third door could be heard opening at the far end of the library. Brokil finally emerged from around one of the shelves, carrying my backpack and Amelia’s satchel. My spirits lifted as I pointed in his direction. “For now, we have an orc to rescue and very little time to prepare.”



The next morning we were standing inside the Arkanul Portath, our bags laden with a handful of Archive artifacts and spellstones. Dumag had his own arsenal as well as two Archive staves in his magic bag, one for manipulating earth and another for manipulating water, with the mysterious gauntlet on his arm. The stone on the back of the hand had shifted to pitch-black color, as it always did when he wore it. Bruga, meanwhile, wore the crown turned circlet, the gem on her forehead adopting a sky blue hue. I wasn’t sure if it would help her should a fight break out, but Dumag was insistent that it was unwise for him to wear both artifacts. This left Brokil, Gremach, and Salthu with their personal armaments. Brokil carried a short scepter that housed a small sapphire at the end. Gremach now wore a small necklace with a tiny topaz pendant. Salthu’s gear was the only one without a gemstone addition, opting instead for hide bracers covered in strange glyphs. He tightened the straps nervously as we waited for our escort to arrive.

I could understand how he felt. I felt really underprepared for this expedition. The only items Amelia and I had to work with were the ones we pulled from the archive. Our bags were filled with one of each spellstone, as well as some of the combat-oriented artifacts; a ring of thick skin, a bracelet of greater spellcasting, and some necklaces with manastones in them. They were untested of course, but we planned to do that as we made our way to where Orthan had disappeared. Amelia had also brought a pair of those owl-eyed necklaces, but I wasn’t sure why. We still didn’t know what they did and we didn’t have time for Brokil to try to determine that. We were still unfamiliar with how Vedug enchanted their artifacts.

I let out a tired sigh and stretched as I did one last mental check. My sword was at my side, my bag on my back, one set of quartz, and three of the topaz spellstones were sitting beside the ring and two of the manastone necklaces. The necklaces supposedly accounted for seven mana each, the pea-sized quartz crystals allowing for the item to be charged within a day. Amelia had taken her own set of quartz spellstones, minus the solitary earth spellstone that was in my bag and had the bracelet and two of her own necklaces in her satchel. She bit her nails nervously as she stared off. I tapped a hand comfortingly on her shoulder, causing her to look up at me. “We can handle this,” I said, giving her as much of a smile as I could muster. “We’re more than prepared for this. You heard what Dumag said, they don’t have any magic, save for whatever slave Almar gave them.”

Amelia let out a low sigh as she started staring off again, still chewing on her fingers. “I hope you’re right,” she muttered quietly. “They might be the last vestige Almar has to pursue me. If they’re really in Gashur … Well, I hope you’re wrong about that part. If nothing else, we might find Orthan on this trip. At the very least, we’ll be able to complete Uloth’s guest.”

I nodded as I glanced at the obelisks on the far wall. I could barely make out a soft blue glow coming from the one I saw Surbag use yesterday. I sighed as I turned and glanced at the others again. “That’ll depend on our theory. Hopefully, the sample we got will work well enough. If not, we’ll just have to try something else. How knows, maybe one of them knows enough about shapeshifting for my second idea.”

Amelia nodded as she tilted her head back and let out a sigh. “I hope so.” She muttered.

I nodded at her quiet statement just as Brokil suddenly appeared beside us. “You two are prepared for this expedition?” He asked curiously.

I instinctively tapped my bag and hip before nodding again. “As ready as we could be,” I confirmed. “You?”

Brokil nodded as he glanced at the obelisks. “I did not expect to return to such a spectacle.” He remarked, almost in disbelief. “Let alone that I would be sent for with such urgency.”

I rubbed my head guiltily as I glanced at Dumag. His normally stony expression had solidified further, his jaw gritted determinedly as he stared off thoughtfully. “Yeah,” I sighed as I turned back to Brokil. “Sorry we didn’t consult you about this quest. It came up on us just as quickly as this kidnapping business. Even quicker, considering the urgency of Uloth’s request.”

Brokil nodded as he rubbed his scepter thoughtfully. “Do not fret over such triviality. Such is the nature of tragedy,” he muttered wistfully. “Rarely can one predict their beginning or their end. It is fortunate these two events appear to coincide in their source, if your assumptions are correct.”

I nodded as I let out another sigh. “Amelia and I were just talking about that. This lockdown might have to continue if the elites aren’t behind all this. In any case, we’ll at least-”

I suddenly turned as the obelisk began to glow blue and let off a low hum. A moment later a loud pop deposited a small group of orcs into the room. They clutched their stomachs for a moment before straightening. I could see the sneer of contempt forming almost immediately, even through my half-cracked glasses. I gritted my teeth as I braced myself for whatever condescending monologue was about to leave his lips. They were five in total, all of them wearing deep blue shawls. Three of them wore additional hide bracers with sapphire embedded in the wrists. One of them carried a large satchel on his hip that was close to bursting from its contents. The last one had a bone necklace, similar to the one I saw Surbag wearing except made from fewer teeth. The one wearing the necklace let out a growl as he stepped forward, the others following close behind. “Your notion had better hold water, outside.” He grumbled. “I have very little patience for those that draw me from my work.”

I stifled my annoyance at him as I straightened and crossed my arms. “We’re not too thrilled that this happened either,” I replied, deliberately misinterpreting who he was referring to. “If we’re right, everyone can return to their tasks within the day. I’m sure your guild has their own quests to complete. Almar won’t be in the way of them for long.”

The mage’s frown deepened as he stopped in front of us. He turned and sized us up individually, his frown faltering briefly as he spotted Dumag within our group. He finally growled annoyedly as he turned to me. “Almar’s interference has yet to be seen, outsider,” he spat. “The Elder Mother appears to find reason in your words, but my leader does not. He believes you to be fools on a fool's errand, doomed to fail before you ever conceived this pitiful postulation."

I bit my cheek in anger as I shrugged nonchalantly. "I guess it's fortunate that your guild leader took such a vested interest in our safety then," I replied flatly. "I'm sure Garahk was just trying to ease his concerns by suggesting your guild for our escort. If our assumption is right, I'm sure you're more than capable if a fight breaks out."

The mage let out a grumble as I again deflected his blatant insults. He crossed his arms angrily as he finally decided to move on and get this whole thing over with. “You have a destination in mind, yes?” He asked angrily. “I am doubtful that this orc accompanied these rumored elites into Snakhagr.”

I nodded as I glanced at Dumag. His face was contorted into a sneer as he gazed at the offending mages. “You know where along that road he disappeared from?” I asked, pulling him out of his silent stupor.

Dumag nodded as he let out another grumble and glanced at the mages again. “I have repaired the road before.” He explained. “I can tell if there were recently any such attempts. That is where we may begin searching.”

I nodded as I turned to Brokil. “Let’s teleport out then,” I advised. “If any elites are in the city, they’re likely watching the Institute as closely as they can. We don’t want them to know we’ve left and warn whoever’s at their camp. We’ll make our own way out.”

Brokil nodded as he reached into his shawl. “A beacon will place us on the outskirts.” He affirmed. “We may journey the rest of the way.”

I nodded as I turned to the mages again. “Care to introduce yourselves before we leave?” I asked. “If we end up fighting side by side we might as well know what to call you.”

The mage’s nose crinkled in derision as he scoffed. “You have not yet earned the privilege, outsider.” He spat. “Even our lowest member would deny you such an honor.”

I bit my cheek again as I stifled my annoyance. He was really getting on my nerves. The term outsider was somehow more cutting coming from him. I would need him, however, if the elites were behind all of this. “Have it your way,” I grumbled as I turned to Brokil. “Just don’t complain about the nickname I choose for you. Now get over here. We can’t waste any more time arguing.”

I heard another grumble from the mage as Brokil extended his arm, signaling our group to reach out and take the beacon filled hand. The blue shawled orcs filled in the few gaps that existed between the seven of us. It was a tight fit, but it was just enough to bring everyone into contact with the focus of teleport. Brokil glanced around once to ensure that everyone was ready. He nodded as he turned to the beacon clutched in his hand. “Onward to adventure.” He said softly before beginning the incantation.



Orthan



My body trembled weakly as I lay on the cold hard cavern floor. The pain in my arms flowed constantly. The wounds were caked over with blood that stained my arms a deep black. The pale warmth of the distant fire was the only modicum of comfort afforded to me and I knew that would also be taken from me once these elves departed for the day. I could see them by the light of the fire, shuffling about as they assembled their supplies for their trip. The general, meanwhile, sat idly by as he waited for the others to finish preparations. His long pale hair was mangled, sticking to the scraps of cloth that still covered his form. He growled as he turned to the elf that was acting as organizer. “How much longer?” He muttered impatiently. “You and your measly men have been scrambling about forever. Surely you are prepared to depart by now.”

The elf let out a grunt in response as he tied a small bag closed. “Calm yourself.” He growled in response. “This journey should not be taken lightly. A solitary path stands between here and Adympia. Any other route would put us too close to orc settlements. In any regard, you did not appear so impatient as you slumbered in our generous accommodations.”

The general jumped to his feet, his eyes burning with rage. “My silence was a courtesy, knave.” He hissed. “I have trekked that path before. I do not need to be reminded of the danger, but my patience wears thin as we spend an inordinate amount of time waiting for soldiers that will clearly not return for this journ-”

The general stopped suddenly as the elf drew a dagger and leveled it at the general’s neck. “And you test mine, ingrate.” The elf growled in response. “Need I remind you that your freedom and safety rely on me and my soldiers? Certainly, you are not foolish enough to think you can make the journey without us.”

The general’s fist clenched as he muttered angrily. “Almar would not stand for this insubordination.” He warned. “Do not forget your loyalties, worm. I may be without my army, but Almar’s favor is still mine. Now lower your blade lest I have you flogged once we return to Nione.”

The cavern fell silent as the elf and general glared at each other, none daring to waver from their threats on each other. The pulsing in my limbs was the only indication that time was bassing at all. The painful throbbing gave me a rhythm with which to judge how long the two stood there, eyes locked. Finally, the elf wielding the blade sighed as he lowered his arm and sheathed the dagger. “It will not be long now.” He assured the general. “I must ensure all who escaped the city have returned. I will not abandon anyone for a simple case of impatience.”

The general grumbled in response as he took up his seated position again. “So long as we depart soon.” He growled. “I am anxious to return to my abode.”

The elf nodded in response as he turned to his satchel once more. “All in due time.” He assured him. “All in due time.” The cavern fell silent, save for the rustling of movement and my ragged breath. I felt my eyelids growing heavy, the pain in my arms preventing me from focusing. I was so tired.



Dexter



The teleport brought us out to the edge of the forest, Snakhagr barely visible in the distance. From there, Dumag began leading us towards the road that had started this whole scenario. The guild mages walked beside Dumag as the rest of us trailed behind. Amelia and I took the opportunity to test out the spellstones we’d brought. They would be necessary if we found ourselves near the end of our rope and in need of a quick spell. I still didn’t trust myself not to mess something up under times of stress. I pointed the earth stone behind us as I gave it a quick pulse of mana. A hunk of rock, about the size of a boulder, materialized and shot out of the quartz stone, tumbling into the road behind us before cracking and crumbling into dusk. A similarly sized fireball shot out of the other quartz stone, roaring through the air before it fell onto the road and dissipated into nothingness. “Surprisingly powerful,” I remarked as I examined the two spellstones. “I don’t think I ever managed a fireball that size.”

Amelia nodded as she directed the waterdrop spellstone behind us. A moment later a torrent the size of a firehose blasted from the stone and soaked the road. When the torrent died, the water remained briefly before quickly evaporating away. Next, she tried the lightning stone and shot a bolt of white energy that crackled with power as it sailed through the air. The energy dissipated as the bolt arched and shot onto the road, leaving a small blast mark where it had landed. “A lot more destructive than what we’re used to making.” She confirmed. “I just hope it won’t have to come to us using these. These seem like last resort kinds of items.”

I nodded as I put the two spellstones away and pulled out the shield stone. “Here’s to hoping these elite guys go down easy.” I agreed. I examined the spellstone for a moment before directing it behind us again. A quick pulse of mana caused the shield stone to glow briefly before a sky blue energy field materialized, bent into the curved shape of a kite shield. The field was a replica of the symbol carved into the surface of the gem. I waved the gem around and bit and found the shield followed the stone, clinging to it like an infant to its mother. A sharp knock on the field confirmed its rigidity and strength. It didn’t feel as strong as a real shield but seemed like it would hold up against most attacks. I nodded as I released my push on the spellstone and the field dissipated. I slipped the stone back into my bag as I turned to Amelia. “Are we sure the necklaces work?” I asked precautiously.

Amelia nodded as she tapped her satchel. “Brokil checked them before you woke up.” She replied. “Seven mana each. Fourteen total for each of us.”

I nodded as I pulled my arm across my chest and stretched, drawing a soft pop from my joints. “Too bad we can’t use all of that in one go,” I remarked. “We don’t want to draw this out. Better that we get them quickly before they can organize. Thankfully there are a dozen of us now.”

Amelia nodded as she played with her fingers nervously. “Not even a moment.” She confirmed. “That’s all they’d need.” She fell silent after her last remark, wringing her hands as we continued to walk in silence.

I tapped my hand comfortingly on her shoulder as I let out an uneasy sigh. “We won’t give it to them,” I assured her. “We’ll find them and take them out before they know what hit them. We’ll have Orthan and the general back before you know it.”

Amelia sighed as she stopped fiddling with her hands and pursed her lips. “I hope you’re right about that.” She remarked quietly. She then fell silent, her index finger tapping rapidly as we walked. I sighed to myself as I cycled through everything we’d gone over yesterday. We had our gear in order. We had an idea of how to go about attacking various iterations of their camp; using an ambush, setting traps, from the trees. All we had to do was find them.

It took us an hour to finally reach the road we were looking for. Dumag’s eyes swept the road as we traveled down it, looking for obvious signs of repair. It was another twenty minutes before his hand shot up, signaling us to stop. He crouched down and brushed her fingers along the dirt path, feeling the road as he searched for .. something. He finally nodded as he looked around. “He was taken here.” He muttered, pointing at a patch on the road. “That earth is new. It has barely been used. I would stake my honor on this.”

I nodded as I glanced at Salthu. “Get the spell ready. We have an orc to find.”

Salthu nodded as he reached into his shawl and pulled out the vial. He stepped forward and began the incantation. The guild mages watched annoyedly as Salthu delicately wove through the proper gestures. “This is truly your plan?” Their leader scoffed, obviously obfuscated by our idea. “Use a tracking spell without a proper sample? Surly you outsiders are not so daft as to believe for this to work. You truly trust this wizard to cast properly?”

I clenched my fist angrily as I let out an exasperated sigh. “He knows the most about the spell, blue.” I countered poignantly, crossing my arms to hide my annoyance. “He’s spent the most time reading up and practicing this spell. Besides that, we gave him some outsider knowledge that he can work with. If anyone in our group can find the orc, it’ll be him.” The mage gritted his teeth in anger. I was obviously lying about the knowledge bit, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. It wouldn’t really matter anyway. The principle of mixing samples was still the same. I then turned to Salthu, deliberately ignoring blue’s heated gaze. “Whenever you’re ready,” I said encouragingly.

Salthu nodded as he let out a slow sigh. He hadn’t broken concentration from the spell he was casting. He had clenched his eyes shut to focus his energy into the spell. The vial hovered a few inches in front of him as it glowed softly. I turned curiously as I noticed a select few glyphs on his bracers were glowing as well. He continued to mutter for another minute before finally casting the spell, snatching the bottle from the air and finally opening his eyes again. He scanned the road before him with a careful gaze as his eyes gave off a piercing aura. We stood there for a few moments, waiting for Salthu to finish his search. I felt my heart sink as I saw Salthu fiddle with the vial. Salthu’s face slowly contorted into one of disgust as he looked around. “I see no trail to follow.” He groaned, turning to us and releasing the spell. “Are we certain this is where Orthan disappeared?” He seemed nervous; about what I couldn’t tell.

Dumag growled as he stepped off the path and crouched in the grass. He dug around in the tall stalks for a bit before pulling out a long trowel. It was laughably tiny for a digging tool. The metal tip was barely bigger than my splayed hand. The handle it was attached to was by far the longest I’d seen on a trowel, but quite a bit shorter than my arm. In total, the tool barely rivaled the length of a regular umbrella, yet it was clearly a well worn one. The handle was aged and splintered; a panel about halfway along appeared to be nailed on, hiding what was surely a break in the tool. Dumag turned and showed the strange instrument to us as he knocked some wet soil off the tip. “This is my brother’s craftsmanship.” He explained, pointing at the tip of the tool. Another crescent moon was engraved on the back of the metal, rust gently caking the aged implement. “My brother would not abandon this easily. Nor would he do so so far from his home. My nephew was taken here. I am certain of it.”

I glanced at Salthu. His face was still contorted in despair. He was clearly unhappy about this development. I was about to tell him it was alright when I heard a chuckle from the guild mages. I turned sharply to see Blue’s beaming face. “So much for your outsider knowledge.” He remarked smugly. “I wonder what other notions you have blundered.”

I ignored his remark and focussed on resolving this issue. “It must be the sample then,” I suggested, turning to Salthu. “It’s only the blood from his brother. There must be a large enough difference for it to distinguish between the two. Is there any way you can introduce a margin or error?”

Salthu sighed and scratched his head as he thought. “I am uncertain.” He admitted. “This incantation has gone to great lengths to track a solitary sample. I am uncertain if it is possible to loosen this goal.”

I heard another chuckle from the guild mages, but I ignored it again as I scratched my head in annoyance. “We won’t know until we try then, will we,” I grumbled. I turned to Gremach and Amelia as I gestured at Salthu. “Gremach, brainstorm a bit with Salthu and Amelia. Amelia, fill him in on what we told Salthu. The two of them might be able to crack this together.” Gremach and Salthu gave me a look of concern as Amelia nodded, her face carrying a flat expression as she pulled the two of them away. I let out a sigh as I turned to the Dumag, Brokil, and Bruga, my heart hammering from nervousness. I trusted Amelia to know what I was trying to do. I couldn’t trust the mages to take this seriously, not without solid evidence of my theory. To them, we were just going after Orthan for personal reasons. That theory would probably be solidified if they knew Dumag was related to him, assuming they didn’t already know. Besides, Amelia was likely more well versed in anatomy and genetics than I was. She would be able to explain the idea of chromosomes to them without much effort. I sighed as I rubbed my face thoughtfully. “Any other ways someone could be tracked?” I asked them hopefully. “There’s got to be other ways besides using essence.”

Brokil shook his head as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Nothing that spring to mind.” He admitted. “Essence tracking is so all-encompassing that no other methods have truly been explored. I am uncertain any other methods are possible.”

Dumag audibly scoffed at the remark. “You call yourself a mage.” He grumbled, waving the trowel in his direction. “I remember spending days trailing a Chemisit through the Whispering Woods. Hours would be spent without spotting him. Yet I was still able to follow him, without the use of magic I might add. It is foolish to think there are no other methods of-”

I stopped Dumag as I put a hand on the tool and forced him to lower it. “Be that as it may, we need something that can track your nephew in the next half an hour. Considering how old his trail is, I doubt you can track his footsteps to where they took him. Besides, the elites probably covered their tracks. They wouldn’t let it be that easy to follow them.”

Dumag’s face contorted into a sneer as he grumbled annoyedly. “The possibility should have been considered.” He insisted. “Discarding alternative tactics because of others is a fool's game. Mages should know not to play this game.”

I nodded as I let out an exasperated sigh. “You’re right, but now isn’t the time for a lecture. “I countered. “We can make a list of possibilities once this is over. For now, we need to-” I stopped as I suddenly felt a sharp prick on my fingers. I looked down to see the tool digging into my skin. The wood was splintered worse than I thought. Very few places were free of the spine like protrusions. An idea suddenly sprang to mind as I saw a thin trail of red escaping my skin. I turned to Bruga as I loosened my grip slightly. “Your essence is blue, right?”

Bruga’s brow furrowed in confusion as she stared at me. “It is, but I fail to understand why you ask.”

I glanced at the guild mages as they watched us discussing. They all wore the same blue shawl, the same color as the sapphire in Bruga’s circlet. I turned to Dumag as I pulled the trowel up again. “Do you trust me on this?” I asked.

It was Dumag’s turn to look confused. He hesitated for a moment as he tried to piece together what I was thinking. He finally sighed as he released the tool from his grip. “So long as your notions bear fruit.” He grumbled.

I nodded as I let out a slow sigh, psyching myself up for a moment before turning to the guild mages. They gave me a wary look as I held up the tiny tool. “We’ve encountered an unforeseen snag.” I began explaining. “We have an idea on how to progress from here, but we, unfortunately, lack the incantations to do so. The only question is, how badly do you want to return to your own work?”

The lead mage’s confusion deepened as he stared at the tool. The others looked to him expectantly as his eyes moved between me and the tool. His face finally turned into a sneer as he crossed his arms angrily. “Nothing would bring me more joy than to depart from here and return to my home.” He growled. “If satisfying your curiosity will accomplish this then so be it. Now, what idiotic notion have you devised this time.”

I grinned to myself as I gestured at the tool. “I need one of you to turn into some kind of tracking animal and get a scent off this. Orthan likely held it last so there should be plenty of sweat to work with. Is that something you or your mages can do?”

The lead mage sneered as he glanced at one of the bracer wearing mages. “Of course. Humor the outsider, if you will. The sooner this is over the sooner we can return.” The mage nodded as he stepped forward and began gesturing. I expected him to turn into some kind of dog with this incantation, but it seemed he had other ideas. His face glowed as his mouth elongated and grew a thick coat of black fur. His tusks turned into fangs as his nose shrank and grew wet. With one last gesture, his entire mouth had changed, turning into the muzzle of a dog, complete with a prominent black nose. The dog-orc hybrid held out his hand expectantly as he turned to the stop Dumag had pointed out earlier. I complied and handed him the trowel as I watched him work. He held the item up to his face and took a big whiff of the tool, taking in the various scents that likely covered the implement. His nose searched up and down the tool for a moment, trying to find something as his eyes remained fixated on spot before him.

After a moment he finally stopped sniffing the tool and crouched to take several passes at the ground. I watched intriguingly as his sniffs grew quicker and he began to go further along the path. I suddenly saw a shiver run down his back as his head shot back up. A chill went down my own spine as he declared something unexpected. “Elves have been here.”

The lead mage did a double-take as he stared at the hybrid mage. “They what?” He asked in shock.

I was tempted to chuckle as I stepped forward and gestured at the path. “I believe he said there were elves here,” I replied smugly. “So much for my notion being idiotic.”

The lead mage sneered as he strode towards the hybrid mage. “How recent is the scent?” He asked.

The hybrid lowered to the path again before lifting back up. “Not longer than a week.” He replied. “They smell of Adympian leather and Primrose. … This does not bode well.”

The lead mage growled again as he rubbed his head angrily. “Change of plan, outsider. Your orc quest will have to wait. We must repel this elven invasion.”

I grinned as I stepped forward cockily. “You obviously haven’t paid attention,” I remarked confidently. “The elves took the orc we’re looking for. Finding the elves will find our orc and vice versa. So long as you lead us to these elves, we’ll help you out.” The lead mage growled again as he clenched his fist. This had become a happy surprise. Something I stupidly hadn’t considered before. We didn’t have to track a single orc, just an elven path in a land of orcs. I turned to Amelia’s group as I raised my voice. They were clustered close to each other as they discussed something quietly. “We’ve Got A Trail,” I said loudly. “We Should Get Moving. We Don’t Want To Give Them Any More Time.” They didn’t respond to my declaration. They didn’t even break from their discussion. I turned to Brokil. “Get their attention. We have an orc to find.” Brokil nodded as he walked over to get their attention. I turned back to the lead mage as I gestured at the rest of his group. “We’ll be just a minute. I want to fill my guild in on this development.”

The lead mage sneered again as he strode back over to his group. “Speak quickly.” He growled, leaving me beside the hybrid mage.

I nodded as I walked over to Amelia’s group. Brokil had failed to get their attention and instead seemed to have joined their discussion. They turned to me as I approached. Salthu stepped forward excitedly as he held up the vial. “We have found a solution.” He declared gleefully.

I looked at him skeptically. “You have?” I asked.

Salthu nodded as he looked towards Dumag. “We just need the-” He stopped as he noticed something about him. He then swiveled his head to look for something, then stopped as he spotted the hybrid mage, his nose still low to the ground as he gripped the trowel in his hands. I watched Salthu dash over and say something to him. The hybrid mage didn’t react to Salthu’s presence, just lifted the arm that held the short shovel and gave it to Salthu. Salthu then dashed back over and handed the tool to Gremach. Gremach took it and waved a hand over the wooden handle, muttering an incantation.

I turned to Amelia questioningly as the series of events answered none of my questions about this development. Amelia gave me a wry smirk as she saw my confusion. “We needed a better sample.” She explained. “Plus another familial donor, but I think Dumag will be more willing to share some blood. He doesn’t sound as stubborn as his brother.” I glanced at Gremach again to see him triumphantly pull a splinter from the handle. He carefully handed the shard to Salthu who placed it in the sample vial before shaking it thoroughly.

I gave Amelia another quizzical look as I turned back to her. “Are you sure that’ll work?” I asked skeptically.

Amelia grinned again and nodded as she grasped her hands gleefully. “If two samples will work to track children, mixes of the close family should have a similar result.”

I glanced over as I saw Salthu dash over to Dumag and hold up the vial. He then said something to him as he presumably explained what Amelia just told me. Dumag gave Bruga a hesitant look as she listened closely to Salthu’s explanation. She then met Dumag’s gaze and nodded encouragingly. Dumag hesitated for another moment before sighing and reaching into his satchel. He pulled out a small blade and pressed his thumb into the shiny metal. A quick slice drew a drop of blood from his pale green skin. Dumag then held out the weeping digit and deposited a drop of crimson into the near clear liquid, turning it into a deeper red than before. I turned to Amelia again as I glanced at the guild mages. Their body language had changed entirely. They were now on alert, their face hardened as they all glanced towards the forest to the north. I could understand why. They were now expecting a fight. They needed to be primed and ready for a conflict. … As did we.

I sighed as I juggled the possibilities for my next decision. If this theory worked, that would be outright positive. However, if Salthu spent the entire trip holding the spell it could drain his mana reserves, making him vulnerable in a fight. We had plenty of manastone to last for a bit, but it wasn’t indefinite. It would be wiser to save his strength for a confrontation. On the other hand, scent was different from essence. We are going after elves after all, but they were elves disguised as orcs. I drummed my fingers on the hilt of my sword thoughtfully, my mind juggling the two options. Let him try or tell him to save his strength. I muttered angrily as I scratched my head. I had too little information to make a decision. I didn’t know what kind of force we’d be facing. I didn’t know how effective the guild mages would be in a fight. I didn’t even know how useful I’d be in that situation. My luck in my first battle must have been monstrous if I survived as I did. My drumming was growing nervous as my head started looping the same set of information, indecisive as all hell over this one choice.

I was suddenly pulled from my stupor as I felt Amelia lightly touch my arm. “This is good, right?” She asked, her smile dropping slightly. “If it works, we’ll be able to find Orthan, even if they hid him away from their camp.”

I let out a slow sigh as I gave myself a few more seconds of thought. Above all else, our priority should be Orthan. He was the only reason I knew about the tilted tusks in the first place. After another moment, I sighed and nodded as I turned to Amelia. “Better to be safe than sorry,” I confirmed. I saw her smile as she turned to Salthu and the others as they joined our semi Isolated group. I could see Salthu’s hand trembling slightly. This time I knew what he was nervous about; about the idea not working. I tapped his shoulder encouragingly as I gave him a grin. “Give it a go,” I said as I gestured towards the path. “We want all our bases covered for this one.” Salthu let out another sigh and nodded as he stepped forward.

He hesitated for another moment before gesturing once more, weaving the mana into the proper construct. The guild mages turned and sneered as they noticed Salthu performing the spell once more. The lead mage gestured insistently as he stepped forward. “Leave your idiotic incantations. We cannot waste any more time.”

I felt my face twitch in annoyance as I crossed my arms challengingly. “We’re just trying something,” I said defensively. “We’ll just be another moment.” The lead mage sneered angrily as he turned back to his group. At least he listened that time. I turned back to Salthu as he finally finished the incantation. With one final gesture, the piercing aura returned to his retinas. He once again began sweeping the road for a trail to follow. This time, he almost immediately snapped his head to a spot on the side of the path, a smile spreading across his face as he gazed about.

My spirits soared as Salthu turned back and gave us an ecstatic expression. “The gods smile upon us today.” He sighed in relief.

I grinned in response as I gave him a thumbs up. “Perfect.” I sighed. “Go ahead and hold the incantation. We want to make sure the guild mages will lead us to where they stuck Orthan.” Salthu nodded in response as he turned back to the path. I gave a thumbs up to the guild mage to signal we were ready to move. The lead mage nodded in response and gestured for his group to follow, the hybrid keeping his face low to track the scent of the elite. We began to follow as Salthu swept the ground carefully, his eyes squinting as he mapped out where the elites had taken Orthan. I lifted my fist and held it out to Amelia. “Great work,” I whispered to her.

She returned the fist bump as she grinned. “Luckily Gremach was able to find a leftover sample.” She sighed. “Salthu said it might be a bit murky, but at least he can see the path.”

I nodded as I stretched nervously. I was still nervous about the inevitable fight, but I was relieved that the guild mages were taking it seriously this time. I watched Salthu swivel his head from side to side as we walked down the path, approaching the woods to the north. “Some path is better than nothing at all,” I affirmed. “Let’s just hope we can get the drop on them before they have time to organize.”
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We spent the next two hours trekking through the woods. The trails led us deeper and deeper into ever denser forests. The hybrid mage kept his morphed muzzle low to the ground, tracking the scent of elves as we went, while Salthu gently drifted his hand left and right, squinting for the path of essence Orthan had left behind. The chitter of animals and the rustle of leaves barely masked our slow crunching progress over loose dirt and fallen trees. The thick canopy of leaves towered over us menacingly, showering us in a slowly deepening shade of green. The whisper of a babbling brook faded in and out as we went, adding to the sights and sounds of our stalking. I kept glancing around nervously, turning sharply towards every sudden sound that snaked through the silva, expecting the next corner to reveal a camp of some kind or one of these elite guys jumping out at us. My fingers ached as they gripped my blade. The cold steel grew warm in my clutch, causing sweat to pool in the crack of my palms. The others were on equally high alert as we gradually made our way further and further into the forest, further and further away from a lockdown that was looking rather appealing right now.

I forcefully stretched my fingers as I urged myself to remain calm. “You’re perfectly safe.” I assured myself. “You can take these elite guys on. You’ve got an entire team at your side out here. Besides, this solves the root of the lockdown and remedies an equally dire problem. Cowering in the city won’t accomplish that.” I forced a long sigh as I glanced around again, heart hammering in my ears. The dull brown trees gave off an eerie creek as they swayed in the wind. The budding green of spring did nothing to calm my nerves. For all I knew, the elites might have been hiding in the canopy, waiting for us. If this scene were in a horror movie, I’d be yelling at the screen in frustration, “Don’t wander into the woods, dumbasses.” Yet I was here, going headlong into the danger I’d be screaming to avoid. I looked towards Amelia, trying to distract myself from my own paranoia. She was biting her nails nervously as she watched Salthu, her eyes darting between the trees and the orc. She was shaking. I tapped a hand on her shoulder, causing her to tense for a moment. “We can handle this,” I said again, trying to seem self-assured. “They’re just elves. You heard what Dumag said, they don’t have any combat magic.”

Amelia pursed her lips nervously as her eyes fixed on Salthu. “I hope you're right about that.” She muttered; her finger tense and turned a pale white. “I honestly thought I was finally done dealing with Almar. I guess I was wrong though. It’s … unnerving to be walking towards him like this. Every part of me is shouting for me to run, to get away from the elites. I can just feel my heart pounding in my chest…. It doesn’t help that we’re laughably under-equipped for this.”

I nodded as I reached back and tapped the pouch on my bag holding the shieldstone. “To be fair, I didn’t anticipate something like this happening,” I muttered dismissively. “If I was smart, I would have had us put more effort into making a combat spell. It should have been the first thing I considered when we started this group. Instead, I let Almar sneak up on us.”

Amelia shook her head as she finally stopped chewing her fingers. “It’s not your fault.” She assured me, crossing her arms. “You couldn’t have known this would happen. Besides, we couldn’t have done anything if we did. The elites would have just kidnapped someone else. If they need blood to support their potion, they might have taken multiple orcs anyway.”

I let out an annoyed growl at the thought. Amelia was right, of course, but that didn’t mean I liked the statement. I sighed as I glanced at the trees again. The branches swayed in the breeze and made me grip my sword again. “All the more reason to find them,” I muttered. “Let’s just hope we get the drop on them. I don’t want to find out you were right about them.”

“Right about who?” A new voice suddenly asked, causing me to jump. Amelia and I turned sharply to see one of the guild mages walking beside us. The satchel at his side was strained at the seams, exposed thread giving me little confidence in its ability to hold its contents. His dark brown hair was tied behind his head with a frayed piece of string. His face was twisted into one of nervous concern. He gripped the leather holding his satchel as he repeated his initial question. “Right about who?” He asked again.

I let out a relieved sigh as I finally confirmed who had spoken up. “Jesus! Don’t sneak up on us like that.” I growled. “You practically gave me a heart attack.”

The mage’s concern deepened as he gripped the strap tighter. “I apologize.” He said meekly, his voice carrying genuine remorse. “Those were not my intentions. I-I was merely curious about your discussion.”

I let out an aggravated sigh as I stretched my fingers away from my sword again. “Just be careful next ti-”

I stopped suddenly as Amelia elbowed me in the ribs and gave me an angry look. “What Dexter means to say, is that a warning would be appreciated.” She said firmly, staring down my more than annoyed expression. “In any case,” she continued as she turned to the intruding mage. “We were just talking about how many others the elites might have kidnapped. They must have quite a few to sustain their transformations for so long.”

The mage nodded in agreement as he looked towards his leader. “The validity of your notion was most unexpected.” He admitted. “Surbag seemed rather displeased at sending us, but Garahk is not one to be denied. Unfortunately, we appear to be more and more necessary with each passing moment.”

Amelia nodded in agreement as she gave the mage a comforting smile. “Not exactly thrilled about this development either.” She admitted sadly. “The elves we’re tracking have a nasty reputation in Nione. They’re the group that bastard Barron uses when everyone else fails him.” She rubbed her cheek timidly as she flinched slightly. “He gets really angry when that happens.”

I felt a swell of anger as my head tilted to the side and my necks let out a burst of soft pops. “God damned cunt.” I growled. “He won’t be seeing his elites again. We’ll make sure of it.”

Amelia nodded as she lowered her hand, her face carrying a nervous expression once more. I felt my anger subside as I noticed her hand trembling. “W-we can do this.” She confirmed shakily. “There are a dozen of us now. So we should be able to handle them, right?” She glanced at me and I felt a pang of unease at her questioning gaze. “Right?”

I sighed as I looked away guiltily and scratched my head. I’d considered a lot of possibilities for this, but ever since I got here, this place has just thrown all my expectations back at me and slapped me for being stupid. At this point, I couldn’t give anyone a guarantee about what would happen. I wasn’t even half sure what we would find, or what we’d face. The troll and a damn giant statue were surprises all on their own, but this entire quest has been one unexpected development after another. It was daunting to think of all the obstacles I hadn’t considered at all. There could be mythical creatures that inherently sabotage my plans. I shook myself to pull me back to the moment as I let out another sigh. I couldn’t let myself worry too much. It wouldn’t help us at all, even if I despised not thinking about it. “We can do this,” I said, not meeting Amelia’s gaze. “I don’t know how yet, but we can do this.” I turned and gave Amelia as reassuring a look as I could manage. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”

Amelia nodded as she turned back to the guild mage, giving him her own reassuring smile. “We-We haven’t thought of all the possibilities.” She admitted reluctantly, seemingly reading my mind. “We’re still too new to this world to know what to expect. We’re both kind of nervous.”

The mage nodded understandably. “As would I, were I in your position.” He sighed. “I too am uneasy about our search for these elves. If they were truly capable of plucking their general from our own prison, …” The guild mage shivered at the thought. “I shudder to think what other feats they are capable of.”

Amelia sighed in agreement as she glanced behind us. “I’d rather not think about it too much.” She muttered. “I'm freaking out enough as it is.”

The guild mage gave her a curious look. “You do not appear so distressed.” He remarked aloofly. “Are you truly so impacted at the prospect of discovering these elites?”

Amelia pursed her lips as she nodded. “They were there when I was Banestormed.” She explained, crossing her arms. “At least one of them was. That was honestly more than Almar needed though. … Being pulled from your home is one thing, but being grabbed from your bike immediately afterward puts a whole new meaning to the word terror.” A shudder ran through Amelia as we continued walking. “That was just the beginning of a god awful month too.”

My heart sank further as I saw Amelia glance nervously towards the trees again. Even after all this time, she hadn’t told me what Almar had done to her, how she spent her time before I was pulled away too. I’m not sure if I wanted to know the levels of cruelty he was capable of. They would just enrage and distract me. I needed to remain grounded in the present and focus on helping the orcs in the hopes that they’ll be willing to go along with my plan. Though it did make me wonder, why was she so insistent on confronting these elites then? I had assumed she was more focused on Almar like I was. As if the guild mage had read my mind, he asked Amelia my question. “Then may I ask, what drives you to pursue them so? Surely you know how dangerous they are. Would it not be wiser to remain behind? I mean no offense, but you outsiders are still quite new to this discipline.” I gritted my teeth as a desire to slap the mage welled up. Sure, we were new, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t help out where possible. I stifled the impulse though as I noticed Amelia’s reaction to the query.

Amelia was silent for a moment, her eyes unfocused as we continued our trek through the forest. She finally let out a sigh as she rubbed her eyes, wiping away a bead of dampness as it formed. “Because I’ll never be able to confront Almar if I don’t.” She admitted solemnly. Goosebumps sprouted on my arms as realization dawned on me. Her time with Almar was more impactful than she was letting on. All of this magic study was just a distraction, a focus away from the glaring blister in her past. I cursed myself as Amelia continued and my suspicions were confirmed. “I’ve learned a lot since coming here. Things I never thought possible with laws and conditions that I’ve never had to consider before. It was honestly exciting, probing what was known and considering the possibilities. No matter how much I tried though, the nagging questions remained in my mind. Will I be able to fight when I need to? Or will I freeze up? … like last time.”

The sinking feeling returned and my grip loosened on my sword. I’m not the best people person, but even I knew when someone needed comforting. I let out a sigh as I patted Amelia's shoulder comfortingly. “You’re not alone this time.” I reminded her. “You’ve got me. You’ve got this group. Hell, these guild mages are kind of on our side now. If you ever feel overwhelmed, you can rely on us for help.”

Amelia gave me a sympathetic grin as she let out a relieved sigh. “I appreciate the thought.” She replied. “But it’s not about being safe. It’s about knowing I can move past Almar. … I-I’d rather not talk about why. I just want to get this over with.”

I nodded understandingly as I turned back to Salthu. “The feeling is mutual,” I muttered in agreement. “Let’s hope we find this camp so-” I stopped as I realized Salthu and the hybrid had diverged. They were no longer going in the same direction. Salthu had drifted left while the hybrid was sniffing the forest floor to the right. The rest of us stopped in our tracks as we looked between the hybrid and Salthu. “The hell is going on?” I asked aloud, breaking their concentration and causing them to turn back. They gave each other a look of confusion as they realized they had begun splitting up.

The hybrid gestured insistently along his route. “The elven scent is this way.” He barked. He was surprisingly coherent for someone that lacked human lips, or in his case orcish lips.

Salthu shook his head, being surprisingly insistent as he pointed in his direction. “The essence leads over here.” He countered.

The lead mage stepped forward as he gestured dismissively. “You cannot be certain the trail will lead to the elves.” He scoffed. “I am no fool. Your sample is tainted with countless externalities. You cannot be certain the orc is who you are following.”

Salthu let out an unexpectedly annoyed growl as he massaged his temples. He looked tired. “Indeed, but we can be certain that a trail is only possible if a viable target is found. If we know the origin of our samples then we can be reasonably certain that any trail will lead us to that target.” He then pointed at Amelia. “You know of these chro-mo-somes. What were the odds you foresaw for finding a proper target?

Amelia blinked in surprise as everyone turned to her. She remained silent for a moment as she bit her lip. I recognized the intense expression of thought currently on her face. “I- Uuuhhh. Maybe a one in threeee?” She finally stuttered. She started rubbing her head as she rationalized the rest of Salthu’s previous actions. “The shard should have some remnant samples from the rest of his family too. It was theirs after all. Assuming they don’t clean it, which is likely, there should be a fifty-fifty chance that we have enough to find him. Even if the trail is weak, it should still be there.”

I grinned at her creativity. I hadn’t even considered other samples. I suppose I should have considered Dumag as a source, but using the trowel was particularly smart if a bit desperate. Then again, these were desperate times. The guild mage suddenly scoffed loudly, drawing my attention. He was giving Amelia a look of derision. “I have never heard a notion more idiotic.” He growled. “A shard of timber cannot possibly have what you seek. It is incredulous that you outsiders claim such understanding if you cannot grasp that simple concept.”

I let out an audible growl as I massaged my temple. “Blue, I swear to god, you’re being such an ignorant dick right now.” I spat. The mage sneered in response, but I didn’t notice as my annoyance suddenly started boiling over into rage. “I was holding out hope that you’d be a little civilized, but it seems your dumbass can’t see past the next ten minutes. What has Salthu been following all this time if not the essence trail we’ve been looking for?”

The mage’s sneer deepened as his necklace began to glow. “Choose your next words wisely, outsider.” He muttered. “They may be your last.”

I took in a sharp breath and heard a familiar hum as Dumag prepared a spell. “Is that a threat?” He growled in response.

The guild mage just sneered as his arm began to glow with blue energy. “I suppose you think yourself a formidable deterrent. I hardly think an aged soldier poses a significant threat. Your history is known and your inexperience is blatant.”

Dumag’s scowl deepened and he stepped forward to strike, but Bruga grabbed his shoulder and held him back. “It’s not worth it.” She whispered.

The mage’s sneer turned into a smirk as he noticed the concerned expression on Bruga’s face. “Yes, little soldier, listen to your mistress and scuttle home.” He said mockingly. “You would not wish to displease her.”

That was it. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. A coiled bundle of bramble suddenly shot from Dumag’s outstretched palm, barreling towards the guild mage. The thorny tendrils sprouted and reached towards their target, the offending orc himself. The leader merely flicked his wrist and caused the dry branches to burst into flame, smoldering to ashes and turning the pointed shot into a puff of black smoke. I dove out of the way as the guild mage summoned a spike of pure energy and fired it towards Dumag. Bruga was quick to respond as a sturdy barrier materialized in front of Dumag. The spike shattered against the field of energy, quickly followed by more bolts of energy that originated from the guild mage as he shot more energy towards Dumag and Bruga. I scrambled to my feet as quickly as I could and prepared a waterjet spell.

Amelia let out a shrill “STOP!” as I fired the beam of water towards the offending mage. I let out a gasp and a frozen chill ran down my spine as one of the bracer donning guild members intercepted my jet and fired a stream of his own, freezing my water on contact and pushing it back toward me. I flinched in surprise as the water flowed over my hand and continued to freeze, binding my hand in place in a prison of ice. My entire forearm was caked in warped solid before I had the common sense to stop firing. I growled in frustration as I turned my attention to the mage. He met my gaze, hands splayed beside him in preparation for my next move. I maintained my expression of disgust as I turned my body, giving him as little a target as possible as I used my unfrozen hand to prepare Move Earth. In a moment, the ice began dissipating as the water that made it disappeared. I didn’t wait through and instead used Move Earth to launch myself up and towards the mage, catching him off guard. My right hand was now unfrozen enough to cast something and I quickly summoned a shield to absorb the panicked torrent of flame that spewed from the mage’s hand. The flames lapped uselessly around my barrier as the last of the ice disappeared and I prepared my newest spell. I released the shield as the flames finally died and I hurled my fist forward; it’s knuckles cloaked in the Impact spell, intent on slamming into the mage. Unfortunately, my target had enough sense to dodge as my fist smashed into the tree behind him; shaking the timber, sneezing a shower of seeds, and sending a shuddering shock up my own arm.

I bellowed in pain as I turned to the mage again, but my senses were suddenly overtaken with a wet slap, blackness, and a slimy cold coating my face. I let in a muffled gasp and tasted wet earth on my tongue. I started to panic as I suddenly realized what had happened. A thick coat of mud had engulfed my head and began to suffocate me. I began clawing at my face, pulling away clumps of cold mud; it was doing no good. I still saw blackness; still felt the cold slime covering my mouth and nose. My heart began pounding in my ears; the panic was now setting in. I let out a muffled roar as I abandoned my clawing attempts and began swinging wildly, hoping against hope that I could strike him. My fists tore through curtain low hanging leaves then scraped against the trunk of a second tree. The muted signs of a struggle appeared to taunt me as I helplessly fought against the air. I barely heard the yelp that sent me over the edge, an indication of a fight taking a dire turn. A single thought surged through my mind as my spellcasting turned frantic. “Burn! Burn! Burn!”

My swinging first began throwing fireballs in random directions, the pounding in my ears, and the muffled sounds of a battle being my only indication for any kind of reaction. I kept turning and casting, hurling spheres of plasma everywhere. My muted rampage was brought to a halt however as two more clumps of mud engulfed my hands, smothering any flame I tried to conjure up. I roared with what little breath I had left as I tried to overcome the suffocating cold surrounding my fingers. I felt a surge of hope as I felt the mud around my palm turn to dirt, but the hope quickly faded as I felt my concentration began to falter. I fell to my hands and knees as my wild swinging finally caught up with my limited air supply. I weakly began to clutch at the mud around my face but realized the futility as I pulled away nothing but the mud already surrounding my fingers. The strength in my arms began to fail as I tried to take a breath, but could only struggle feebly. My vision began to fade and I lost all hope for victory when a loud BANG that permeated my very bones suddenly rang out around me and I heard a muffled “ENOUGH!” through the layer of mud.

The slimy dirt suddenly fell away and I took gulping gasps and coughed up soil as my hands were also freed from their prison. I looked up to see the bag carrying guild member holding a black iron rod towards the sky, the dark metal humming with energy as the glow it was emitting slowly faded. I spat out one last clump of dirt before gazing around to see the aftermath of our scuffle. Amelia was cowering on the forest floor with her back to the tree, the shieldstone stretched out in front of her with a barrier between her and the fight as a whole. Dumag and Bruga were frozen mid-strike against the leader of the guild mages, all three having one spell frozen in preparation in their palms. Salthu and Gremach were fighting the second bracer donning mage, a blade of ice surrounding Gremach’s hand while Salthu wielded dual balls of fire. This left Brokil with the last bracer mage, both standing atop mounds of earth as they wielded tendril whips of mana, both frozen mid-swing at each other. Everyone’s attention was focussed on one person however, the one that still held a black rod triumphantly towards the sky.

He scowled angrily as his hand trembled with fury. “This Bickering Will Get Us Nowhere!” He barked. “The Presence Of The Elites Is Now Certain And We Are Wasting Time Fighting Amongst Each Other! For All That We Know, We May Be Clashing Outside Their Very Door And You Lot Cannot Look Past This One Petty Squabble!” I felt my anger rise at the accusation, but I bit my tongue to suppress the urge to lash out at the mage. Some part of me knew he was right, but another part wanted to stick it to the bastard mage currently frozen against Dumag and Bruga. I clenched my fist painfully tight as the bag-carrying mage continued to chastise us. “The Elder Mother Entrusted Our Guilds With This Responsibility And We Are Dishonoring That Trust!”

The lead mage scowled at the thought and turned to the bag carrying mage. “Who are you to speak to me like that?” He growled.

The bag-carrying mage spat back a venomous response. “The Only One With Any Sense To Halt This Pointless Battle!” The lead mage remained silent at the remark, quietly seething against the vitriol of a response. The bag-carrying mage finally lowered the black rod as his trembling limb finally calmed. “Our Actions Today Extend Beyond This Petty Squabble! The Elites Have Penetrated Our Borders And Are Stealing Our Kin From The Very Heart Of Gashur! If We Do Not Stomp Them Out Now We Will Be Proving Our Subservience To Them! How Our Efforts Are For Naught Against Almar’s Forces! If We Are To Call Ourselves Orcs, We Must-“

The lead mage suddenly straightened, dispelling the spells that hovered above his palms. “Enough of this.” He muttered, cutting the monologue short. “I am aware of what must be done. I need no reminder.” The guild mages lowered their spells as the lead mage turned away and gestured for the others to follow. “Come. We still have a duty to uphold. You others may accompany if you wish. Just stay out of our way once we find the elves.” The bracer mages nodded obediently and began trailing their leader. The bag carrying mage hesitated for a moment, glancing in Amelia’s direction before sighing and following suit.

My fingers groaned in protest as I continued to clench my fist, watching the guild mages that had accompanied us begin to disappear into the forest. The hybrid mage conjured a new muzzle as they began tracking the scents once more. I crawled to my feet and nursed my fingers as I let out an exhausted sigh. “That was not pleasant in the slightest,” I muttered to myself. I then turned to the others as I stretched and extracted soft pops from my fingers. “Is anyone injured?” I asked concernedly.

Everyone shook their head as they finally relaxed, releasing the spells they had been holding. Amelia clutched the shieldstone to her chest as she panted heavily, climbing back to her feet. “You shouldn’t have attacked.” She chastised, staring poignantly at me. “There was no way that would be a good idea.”

I annoyedly wiped away a trace of mud as I glared at Amelia. “What would have me do then?” I practically spat. “The dude obviously wasn’t going to listen unless I got him attention.”

Amelia sighed in response as he gestured towards the departing mages. “Exactly what he did to get everyone’s attention.” She retorted. “Don’t attack him directly. That just makes yourself a target.”

It was my turn to let out an exasperated sigh. “You honestly think a waterjet is going to do anything but get him wet?” I countered. “It’s a basic spell for christ’s sake. We’ve both felt what it can do.”

Amelia shook her head as she finally put the shieldstone away. “That’s not an excuse to attack them.” She said dismissively. “You almost suffocated in a mudball; that’s a basic spell too.”

I let out a groan as I rubbed my face angrily. “You know I don’t have the skill to pull off something like that. The most I can do is make some temporary water. I have no idea how to control it after it’s been used.”

Amelia nodded as she gestured insistently. “I know you can’t but they didn’t know that. With how you attacked, you could have very well been trying to kill them.”

I gestured dismissively as I felt a surge of anger. “Now you’re just speculating,” I said accusingly. “There’s no way you could have known what I wanted to accomplish.”

Surprisingly, Amelia nodded. “They couldn’t have either.” She echoed.

I hesitated as it finally dawned on me what she was getting at. I muttered a curse as I pressed my hands to my face and stifled my swiftly surging anger. “God fucking damn it,” I growled. I hated making mistakes, and attacking might have been the worst of my recent mistakes; I just realized that fact way too late. I took three deep breaths, forcing myself to calm down as I reinforced the rational she was getting at. Attacking was not the answer back there. All it did was waste energy and time. Lives were on the line and I was being distracted by impulses and phrases. I let out a long sigh as I finally calmed and my emotions begrudgingly resigned to be in the wrong. “How much have we lost from this?” I asked, finally removing my hand from my face. “Are we still at full capacity; or have we used some of our reserve mana?”

Amelia shook her head as a grin briefly flashed across her face. “I wasn’t even part of all that.” She replied. “All I did was use the shieldstone.”

I nodded as I glanced at the others. They each had a concerned or guilty expression on their face. I gave them an encouraging nod as I felt a sobering calm wash over me. “If we still want to take on the elites we need to know what was expended here. Now, how is everyone on mana?”

There was a moment of silence as everyone glanced at each other. Finally, Salthu let out a deflated sigh as he glanced at the ground. “I have, perhaps, been mildly wasteful with my energy reserves.” He admitted sheepishly. “I may have been too invested in our duel to properly temper my energy.”

I nodded understandably as I made a mental note of Salthu’s response. “Do you have enough for the essence spell still?” I asked curiously.

Salthu paused for a moment as he thought then nodded hesitantly. “For a few hours … perhaps.” He replied equally apprehensively.

I nodded again as I scratched my chin thoughtfully. “We’ll have to move quickly then.” I mused. “Or we give you some manastones to use. Either way, we can undo the misstep. What about the rest of you, what’s your current mana situation?”

I felt a little better about their expectations after asking again. This time they didn’t seem as apprehensive. Brokil reached into his bag and rummaged around for a moment before pulling out a small pouch. “I still have a deal of mana to draw from.” He explained, hefting the pouch slightly. It clacked along, indicating it was full of crystals.

I felt myself grinning for a moment before nodding. “Perfect. Are you okay with us borrowing a couple of them if we need to?”

Brokil considered for a moment, then nodded. “I have not had the chance to obtain your refined manastones. Save for a few of them, I have no qualm with their eventual departure.”

I gave him a quick thumbs-up as I turned to Bruga, Dumag, and Gremach. “Any others that delved into their reserves?” I asked. “It’s best if we do a full inventory on this.”

Gremach shook his head as he absentmindedly tapped his own bag. “I was cautious to not expend too much.” He replied. “I lept into action once I saw you charge though. I was uncertain if you had a plan in mind.”

I felt my face twitch as he mentioned my charge. I was already regretting my brash decision. “That’s good,” I said, trying to reassure myself as well as everyone else. “I’m glad you showed restraint. I’ll try to follow that example better in the future.”

Dumag suddenly stepped forward, confusion plastered across his face. “Are we just going to let those fexting bastards walk away?” He practically roared.

I nodded as I glanced at Amelia. “They’re not worth the trouble,” I replied, gladdened by Amelia’s approving nod. I turned back to Dumag as his confused expression remained. “They obviously don’t think highly of us; and even though our targets align, our goals for this expedition clearly differ. There’s honestly no point in trying to change their mind. They’re too set in their ways.”

Dumag’s expression changed to one of disgust as he glanced in the direction of the guild mages. I could barely see them between the trees as they continued their journey without us. “You truly believe it was a mistake to fight them?” He asked as he turned back.

I paused for a moment as I thought through the events. “It definitely wasn’t the best move to make at the time.” I finally replied, turning to Dumag. “No matter how inflammatory or provoking they were, we should have just moved on.”

Dumag scowled, clearly reluctant to the idea. “They dishonor us and you wish to forgive their venomous actions?”

I shook my head as I cast one last look in the guild mages direction. They were out of sight now. We could probably still follow if we left now. “Now isn’t the time to worry about them,” I replied, turning back to Dumag. “We aren’t forgiving them though. Nor are we forgetting this; not yet at least. For now, we can’t let them distract us. A life is on the line and we’ve wasted enough time as it is.”

Dumag blinked in surprise, realization dawning on his face. He let out a string of curses as he pressed his hands to his head. “Sarding FEXT!” He roared in frustration. “I am such a fexting FOOL!”

I gestured for Dumag to calm down. “We can beat ourselves up about this later,” I said firmly. “For now, let's do what we set out here to do.” Dumag appeared to calm down from the prompting, but it was clear he was still distressed. I rested a hand on the pommel of my sword as I tried to put on an air confidence. “I know it’s hard, but we need to set aside our emotions for a minute. The elites won’t be an easy target. Garthan is counting on us to return with good news.” Dumag’s expression of distress did not change. I glanced at Bruga. She carried her own expression of worry. I let out a sigh as I formulated my next words carefully. I hated that I was about to push this button, but it was the only option left. I hesitated for one more moment before finally speaking what was on my mind. “I know Bruga would feel the same way if the tables were turned.”

A hush appeared to fall over the forest as Dumag’s expression finally changed again. His eyes grew wide in shock as he looked up at me. He looked at me with a mixture of apprehension and fury. I felt apprehension as I saw how this quest had worn down his resolve. I gripped my sword tightly as I held my expression, meeting his gaze with stony assurance. After a moment, Dumag glanced at Bruga, his expression softening as he gazed into her eyes. I felt a lump in my chest as I saw the two share a look. I hated pulling that card, but I needed a good analogy for Dumag to latch onto. After another moment, Dumag turned back, his expression now filled with stony determination. He nodded as he straightened and lowered his arms. “We have a quest to fulfill.” He finally replied firmly.

I gave Dumag a satisfied grin as I nodded at his confidence. “Excellent. I’m glad to see you back as your usual self again. We’ll find the elites in no time with that attitude.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced in my direction. “So what’s the plan?” She asked, gesturing towards where the guild mages had gone. “Should we follow them? Or do we want to follow Salthu’s path?”

I turned in the direction Salthu had started to walk before the fight broke out, weighing the various possibilities of this divergence in the two paths. “There’s a chance they just split up to find a camp. That sounds the most plausible. Then again, if I wanted to hide in hostile territories and magic was a possibility. ..” I finally pointed down the path Salthu had begun blazing. “I say we follow the essence trail. The elves might have gone the other way as well, but the essence route gives us the highest chance of finding their base and rescuing Orthan. They’d have to take them to their camp if they wanted his blood.”

Amelia nodded as she glanced in that direction, her expression of worry suddenly returning. “How much farther do you think they are?” She said in a concerned tone, crossing her arms nervously.

I tapped my sword thoughtfully, only now realizing I hadn’t drawn it during the fight. I once again considered what I’d do in their situation. I let out a sigh as I realized the cautious answer to her question. “Hopefully just an hour or two.” I finally replied. Amelia let out an exhausted groan. I understood her frustration. The sun was already rising high. We’d been traveling for hours. At this rate, it might be nightfall before we found them. I let out a sigh as I reached into my bag and pulled out the necklace, offering it to Salthu. “Use this if you get low. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.”

Salthu nodded as he took the necklace, pulling it around his neck as he looked along the path he had begun tracing. “We are certain this is our chosen path.” He asked apprehensively, glancing towards me.

I glanced in turn towards the others, searching for someone that wished to object. They gazed at me expectantly waiting for my answer. I felt a grin creep onto my face for a moment before I turned back to Salthu. “We follow your lead,” I replied confidently. Salthu nodded as he pulled the sample vial out again and began to cast once more. I went back to gripping my sword tightly as we followed Salthu into the forest, the sun barely peppering the ground beneath our feet with light. The day was far from over.



Bag Mage



I glance back nervously as the strap on my shoulder pulled tightly. The bag at my side was overburden with my own as well as my guildmate’s supplies. The thunder-rod was still clutched in my hand as we followed Ungagh’s lead. “Are we certain we wish to travel without the others?” I asked nervously.

Kertug nodded angrily as he adjusted his toothy necklace. Its wolven origin designated him as a Lupus class guild member. “The outsiders are clearly deranged.” He growled. “We are better completing this alone. Now do not ask again. Your insolence is still fresh in my mind. Do not forget, Ushnar, I may choose to make your promotion more difficult; you have barely reached the heights of Felis.”

I felt myself shrink at the thought. “Yes, ferocious one,” I muttered out of instinct.

The remark appeared to lighten Kertug’s mood as a smile briefly crept across his lips. He quickly returned to his scowling expression as he glanced at the two mages flanking his either side. “Urug, Oodagh, keep a sharp eye out for blackened garments. The elites will surely wish to ambush us in this state.” The two bracer donning mages nodded as they began inspecting the treeline, squinting for movement of any kind. My fingers tightened around the strap across my chest as a thought nagged at the back of my mind. “That battle did not bode well for the coming fight. This day may still hold many surprises.”
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Dexter



The sounds of critters warbled ominously as we continued our trek through the forest. Their presence gave me a harsh reminder of the dangerous and unpredictable situation we were in. Salthu led us past ponds, through glades, over fallen trees, around towering boulders, and still, we journeyed onwards. Being this far from the city, even one as hostile as Snakhagr, was disconcerting. I bit my cheek nervously as I kept a tight grip on my sword. We’d been walking for another hour now and by my estimation, we had another hour to go. That would be about the perfect distance between them and whatever trail they might have left. I doubted anyone would accidentally stumble into their camp if it was this remote, but they seemed like the cautious type so an extra hour wouldn’t be out of the question.

I glanced back the way we came as the back of my mind tingled from the isolation. We were back to only seven and it still wasn’t happy about the sudden reduction of manpower. I shook my head to distract myself from the nagging sensation eating away at me. “None of us were enthusiastic about traveling with them anyway.” I reminded myself. “I’m partially at fault for that, but that guild jerk wasn’t any help either. Mother fucker provoked Dumag into attacking.” My head shook again as I reminded myself of my actions. “Not a valid excuse. Now focus. Their camp could be coming up in the next hour and you don’t know what they have laid out for any would-be intruders.”

I let out a forceful sigh as I glanced at Amelia for comfort. She held the same worried expression she had before our groups split. Somehow it seemed a deeper worry, now that the guild mages had left. She suddenly noticed my gaze and turned to me. I gave her a comforting nod as we kept walking. “Not far now.” I lied, turning back to Salthu. His hands still drifted back and forth as he peered carefully at the ground. I had no idea what he was seeing, but if he was leading us this way there must have been something marking our route. I was tempted to ask him about what the spell was showing him when Salthu suddenly stopped in his tracks, his eyes growing wide and a look of shock and confusion replacing his focussed expression. A similar confusion filled me as he suddenly began turning his head to and fro, scanning the ground for what must have been marking our path for the last hour. “Is something wrong?” I asked, stepping beside him.

Salthu didn’t respond for a moment. Instead, he began pacing about the small clearing he’d stopped in. The large pile of rocks to my left was the only break in the mass of trees that surrounded us. I watched as he wandered about, scanning the ground with frantic energy. He finally turned back with that same look of confused shock he had before. “The trail has vanished.” He gasped in disbelief.

A jolt of confusion ran through my own body as my eyes grew wide. “It just ends?” I asked skeptically.

Salthu nodded as he gestured at the spot that had caused him to stop. “Without a trace.” He confirmed; his voice heavy with worry. Salthu’s breaths were growing rapid as he brought his hand to his head. “I-I cannot explain it. It just stops! I-”

I held up a hand, indicating for Salthu to calm down. “Take a deep breath,” I said firmly. “They have magic. We’ve known this. In all likelihood, they used the same teleport spell that got them out of the city.”

Salthu swiftly swung his hands apart as his hysteric expression emanated exasperation. “That Is What Concerns Me!” He shouted angrily. “They Could Be Miles Away And We Would Be Unable To Find Them! We May-”

“Salthu!” I barked, causing him to stop in his panicked rambling and turn to me sharply. I stared poignantly at him as I once again gestured for him to calm. If I had just this moment to see my face, I probably would have mistaken my expression for my father’s. A wave of stern calm had washed over me, hiding my confusion and unease at this new development in the quest. “We can still find a solution,” I said firmly, trying to assure myself as well as Salthu. “The elites may be good, but there’s no such thing as perfect. There must be a reason for them going all the way out here before teleporting. They had to have had a reason for stopping here.”

Salthu appeared to calm at my words and hesitated again before reluctantly nodding. “Do you believe we will find them? Even after this?” He asked, his voice heavy with concern.

I let out a low sigh as I glanced away. I wanted to be reassuring and say yes, but I also knew that I couldn’t get his hopes up. A path that just vanished is never a good sign, even if we could know for certain why. The elites didn’t have to be perfect either; they just needed to be better at hiding their tracks than we were at finding them. I finally let out a sigh as I shrugged, turning back to Salthu. “We won’t know until we look around,” I replied, still trying to be optimistic. I then turned and started scouring the field for anything out of place. “Let’s spread out. They might have left something behind. If they have, it’ll lead right us in the right direction.”

The others nodded as they split up and began combing through the grass. Gremach and Brokil started near Salthu, in the center of the field, where the path had vanished. Meanwhile, Amelia, Bruga, Dumag, and I started on the edges, working our way towards the center as they worked their way out. I gave a passing glance at the outcropping of stone as I walked by, the mossy top capping the seven-foot-tall mass that broke through the grass around it. The outcropping had several cracks running up its side, with small piles of stone at the bottom of each split. Each of the cracks were barely large enough to fit my outstretched hand. I turned back to the ground as I discarded the idea that they could be hiding in there. The elves were small, but not that small. All in all, it took about half an hour to search the entire field, bringing up nothing but grass and loose dirt. My heart sank as my suspicions were confirmed. The elites were good at hiding their tracks. Not a blade of grass was out of place, no leaf was disturbed, not even a twig was broken to show that anyone but us had been here.

I rubbed my head angrily as we met back in the center to share the abysmal news. “Looks like we hit a dead end,” I muttered, a little angrier than warranted. “They must have gone the other way. Either that or they covered their tracks before leaving. Fuck is that infuriating.” I exclaimed.

Dumag nodded as he massaged his temples. “It would appear you were correct about the elites.” He muttered, turning to Amelia. “I have not heard of one so entirely removing their trace from the forest, let alone an entire group. They are clearly experienced in their field.”

Amelia sighed as she glanced towards the mound of rock. “I wish that weren’t the case.” She groaned. “Why can’t this be easy, for once? Just once I want a day out to go as planned. None of these dead ends, forked paths, or infighting.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the mound of rock as well, letting out a sigh of my own. “You’re not alone in that sentiment,” I remarked. “I’m getting really tired of being roadblocked at every turn. You’d think the universe would run out of tricks at some point.”

Brokil nodded as he crossed his arms and let out a sigh. “Unfortunately, such an end does not exist.” He muttered. “Let us hope our escorts were more fortunate in their method of tracking.” I nodded as I glanced back the way we’d come. I could only hope they found something worthwhile along their path.



Ushnar



Ungagh led us down the scent of the elites for another hour. Our path took us deeper and deeper into the forest, along wide routes, and over smooth stone. I stretched and flexed my fingers nervously as Kertug’s scowl deepened. He was growing agitated as we walked, clearly unhappy with the remoteness of their camp. “Let us hope the outsider has not alerted the elves.” He muttered. “They must be dealt with swiftly and any forewarning will allow them to escape our clutches.”

I nodded as I watched Ungagh increase his sniffing. The scent he was following appeared to be growing stronger as he now required only a few passes before leading us further into the woods. I instinctively reached for the thunder-rod once more as I rehearsed its method of combat magic. “Are we certain we are capable of subduing them?” I asked nervously. “We are only five.”

Kertug scoffed as he gestured dismissively, glancing at Urug and Oodagh. “We are more than capable.” He growled. “Now cease your senseless questions. They only serve to distract.”

I nodded timidly as I gripped my satchel tighter. “Yes, ferocious one.”

Kertug nodded as he turned back to Ungagh, about to bark another order when he suddenly lifted his head, his hound snout taking large whiffs of the air. “They are close.” He warned. “Be on guard. The air is heavy with their scent.”

My heart began pounding in my chest as the reality of the situation suddenly sunk in. We were about to face Nione’s fiercest warriors. None within matched their skill or ferocity. I found myself swallowing nervously at the prospect of fighting them. “A-Are we certain this is wise?” I stuttered. “Perhaps we should warn the Institute of our-”

“SILENCE!” Hissed Kertug as he turned to glare at me, causing me to flinch. “One More Grievance And I Will Personally Ensure That You Remain At The Bottom For The Next Century. UNDERSTOOD!?”

I swallowed again as the imposing glare robbed me of an immediate response. “Y-yes, sir.” I finally stammered out.

Kertug muttered angrily as he turned back to Urug and Oodagh once more. “Show no mercy, no hesitation. These elites deserve none nor will they give us any. Kill if you must, but subdue if you can. Surbag will wish to interrogate them for information on Nione.”

The two mages nodded as they tensed, ready for the coming fight. Ungagh rose to his feet, his snout taking whiffs of the air as he led us further. My fingers groaned as I urged them to grip the thunder-rod. Another five minutes passed, the chitter of the forest gone as we approached what was surely a grueling conflict. The four of us crept forward, following Ungagh as he tracked the scent in the air, turning this way and that as he approached an outcropping of rock. His eyes suddenly widened as he turned to the stone monument raising a hand to order us to halt. He finally released the transformation spell, his face morphing back into its tusked form as he gestured silently to circle the outcropping. We nodded in unison and prepared combat spells.

The five of us tensed and slowly crept forward, our eyes fixed on the outcropping of stone as Ungagh approached, pressing his back to the rock and slowly moving towards the edge, carefully peaking around the edge and lifting his hand once more. He began silent counting down with his fingers. Five, four, three … two. “NOW!” He suddenly bellowed, leaping around the corner swiftly followed by the others. I prepared the Thunder-Clap the rod was capable of producing as I leveled it at the first thing that moved when we pounced into view. The others produced similarly cacophonous spells as a volley of magic was hurled forward. A flurry of blackness and startled cries of pain echoed off the stone as three of the spells hit their mark. A bolt of lightning streaked through the air and struck one of the roiling figures, tearing it asunder in a flash of light. A bundle of bramble soared through the air and wrapped one figure in an unbreakable grip, a caw of surprise echoing as it tried to struggle free. A ball of fire sailed towards a flurry of black that dissipated as it got close, barely escaping the flaming embers. A jet of water roared through the air and barely scraped by a fleeing figure, freezing into ice the moment it struck a nearby tree. The final spell, a tendril of mana, screeched as it dove towards its target and struck one of the figures, grounding it in a tangle of energy. The remaining figures scattered in a flurry of feathers, retreating into the trees. “W-Wait, Feathers!?”

My mind reeled as it suddenly realized what we had launched out magic at. A flock of dark black ravens now flew high in the sky, abandoning the three that our spells had managed to hit, two of them trapped in a tight web while the third was left as a pair of feet and a puff of feathers. Kertug roared in anger as he released the tendril of mana still pinning one of the birds, allowing it to flutter away with the others. “Sarding Fext, Ungagh!” He bellowed as he turned to the mage. “There Are No Elves Here; Only A Conspiracy Of Ravens! Where Are The Usurpers We’ve Been Hunting!”

Kertug began berating unceremoniously, ignoring Urug and Oodagh as they began inspecting where the birds had been resting. Meanwhile, I stared in horror as the gently steaming pile that had once been a creature of the forest, eviscerated by my hand. Its life snuffed out in less than a moment. The spell never had such an effect on any mage I had witnessed, but this creature was small and barely aware of what had struck it before it was ripped apart. I was only pulled from my stupor when Oodagh suddenly raised his voice, drawing everyone’s attention. “KERTUG!” He barked.

“WHAT!” Roared back, stopping as he realized Oodagh had found something. Oodagh slowly lifted the piece of grass he had been gripping, revealing it to be a facade and concealing a run-down wooden cart nestled in the recesses of the stone outcropping. Small seeds tumbled about as Oodagh disturbed the false cover, revealing the reason for the presence of the ravens. Upon the hidden cart was a haphazard pile of leather, coated in some kind of oil that gave the skins a yellowish tint. I reeled back again as the potent stench slammed into me like a bear through a rotten tree.

Ungagh’s eyes widened in surprise as he appeared to recognize the smell and stepped forward to inspect the cart. He ran a finger along the oil-soaked skins and gave it a tentative sniff, his shock turning to horror as he muttered my worst nightmare. “We have been duped.”

Those four words ignited a fire in Kertug that I knew would not be soon quenched. “We Have WHAT!” He bellowed.

Ungagh gestured at the leather ladened wagon as he wiped the oil from his fingers. “This is Adympian leather and primrose oil. The cart is orcish, but the contents are elven. This is the scent I have been following all this time. They knew they would be tracked with this so they left a false trail to draw us off their path.”

Kertug roared with rage as he turned and lobbed a fireball into the distance. “Fexting Damn It!” He howled. “Have They No Honor!? Those Cowards Would Sell Their Mothers For An Upper Hand! Those Lowly Knife Ears Will Not Evade Us With Their Underhanded Tactics!”

I rubbed my head in shock as the reality of the events cascaded upon me. “They already have,” I muttered, barely a whisper next to Kertug’s bellowing rage.



Dexter



I rubbed my head annoyedly as I tried one more time to think of a way for us to track the elites. They had been here, that much was certain, but their disappearance didn’t bode well for releasing the lockdown, or finding Orthan. I could think of a few ways to pick up their trail, but the forethought and knowledge required to accomplish it would be astounding. I definitely wouldn’t be able to use it now, even if I knew the proper series of spells. At least assuming my theory was right. However, that was a moot point because I had neither the time nor knowledge to try out my theory. I finally sighed as I gestured back the way we came. “We should try and find the others. Maybe they have better news than us. If not, maybe we can get them to pick something up here and hope it leads us to where the elites have hidden.”

Amelia nodded; a hint of relief on her face as her shoulders relaxed. “Let’s.” She sighed. “I’ll feel better once we have more people to face these elites.”

Dumag scowled as he glanced around the clearing again. “I am unhappy with abandoning our search so soon.” He remarked. “Orthan may be nearby and we cannot leave him in the hands of those knife-eared bastards.”

I nodded as I gestured calmingly. “We’re not abandoning him. We’re just going to get reinforcements and possibly another way to track them. If worst comes to worst, we can run back to the Institute and explain the situation. Garahk might have a spell that’ll allow us to track where they teleported. All we’ll lose is a bit of time, not much else if we move quickly.”

Dumag hesitated for a moment before growling. “For Orthan’s sake, I hope you are correct.” He muttered. “I cannot bear the thought of my nephew in their hands for another moment.”

I nodded again as my mind flared up with a handful of dire scenarios. My legs were killing me after walking for so long. I couldn’t take a break though, not yet at least. Dumag was right about Orthan. We couldn’t afford to let him spend another day in their custody. I pushed the scenarios to the back of my mind as I stretched, causing a handful of soft pops to emanate from my neck. “I’m not a fan of the idea either, but we can only do so much at the moment. We have to be practical about this if we want to get Orthan back.”

Dumag growled again as he glanced at the stone outcropping. I could tell he wasn’t swayed by the logic, but I guess our mistake was still fresh in his mind because he didn’t say a word in response. Instead, it was Gremach that stepped forward and next spoke. “We should warn Garahk of this as soon as possible. We should not wait another moment to inform her of our discoveries.”

I nodded as I wagged my finger encouragingly at him. “We should split up if that’s the case. Tell Garahk what we’ve found and see if the others found anything else. We’ll want as many mages as we can muster if the elites are camped out nearby.”

Salthu nodded as he let out an exhausted sigh and rubbed his wrists. “I would like that.” He remarked. “I fear I will not do well in a conflict in my current condition. Following the trail to this point has nearly exhausted me.”

Brokil nodded as he stepped forward, reaching into his bag. “I have stones to spare if you require. You know of the distance tele-” He suddenly stopped in his tracks, his legs tensing then gliding along the ground he stood on.

I gave Brokil a strange look as the others also noticed his sudden change in demeanor. “What is it?” I asked concernedly. “Did the elites leave something behind?” By now everyone had their attention on Brokil as he turned and began scanning the ground again.

He ran one foot back and forth as he began to trace some kind of path through the glade. “The earth is soft here.” He remarked cryptically. “It dips and lends itself to … something that was once here.”

I felt a twinge of annoyance as Brokil remained mysterious about his implications. “Speak English, for fuck’s sake,” I growled. “What do you mean the ground is soft? What kind of dip? What was here?”

Brokil crouched and ran his hands along the grass as he searched for something, something that wasn’t there. “The earth is too tender to be occurring in a glade like this. Nor does it occur in such an isolated route. There was once a river here; long ago, but it was here nonetheless.”

My brows knitted together as confusion rose alongside my anger. “Wait, what?” I almost stammered. “How can you be sure? What does soft ground have to do with anything?”

Brokil stood again as he began glancing around the glade once more. “You would not know of this, but springs are numerous in these lands, more so in the past as well. My old master, Zugorim, taught me to spot where their rivers once flowed. He said they were crucial in understanding the events of the past.”

His explanation only added to my confusion. “What? Springs?” I asked incredulously. “What would springs have to do with this?”

Brokil suddenly turned and began heading to the center of the glade, where the outcropping of rock towered over us. “Springs emerge from natural cave systems, but their flow has been lessened since their past, leaving the caves barren and dry.” He crouched at the foot of the outcropping as he ran his hands along its base. “If the elites vanished from this location, then perhaps they did not flee outward.”

Realization slowly dawned on me as Brokil began clawing at one of the piles of rock, this one somehow mossier than the rest. “Do you think they-” I began, but I was cut off as Brokil ripped the stones away, revealing a dark crevasse that only grew as he pulled more stones away.

A collective gasp barely drifted around the glade as Brokil finished pulling the pile away, nodding grimly as he gazed into the hole in the rock. “This was indeed a spring once.” He confirmed, turning back to us. “It has run dry now, but the cave remains. This may be where the elites have retreated.”

Everyone stepped forward to inspect the tiny passage that Brokil had revealed. A strange echoing hum was quietly emanating from the gap in the stone, almost imperceptible. All that I could feel as I gazed at the blackness was an oppressive and hostile aura that appeared to permeate my very chest. “You’re not suggesting-” I said in disbelief.

Brokil nodded as he glanced back at the empty glade. “They retreated into the spring system. It is sensible, all options considered. Their small form is advantageous in the narrow passages below.”

I growled as I pinched my temple annoyedly. Just from the look of it, I could tell that none of us would be able to squeeze through, none of the orcs at least, but that meant I was trapped out here too. Unless … “Do you still have that stone manipulation staff?” I asked as I turned towards Dumag.

Dumag nodded as he reached into his bag and began rummaging around, finally producing a scepter with a green gemstone on top. “This will take but a moment.” He said as he leveled the artifact at the crack in the rock.

Brokil turned, eyes widening in surprise as he saw the staff pointed in his direction. “Wait! Don’t!” He shouted, but it was too late. A deep rumbling sounded as the green gemstone glowed and the crack in the rock was widened. Brokil suddenly sprang into action, yanking the staff upward and forcing Dumag to release the spell. Another rumble and the crack shrank again, somehow smaller than it was before. “Stop!” He shouted. “You’ll Collapse The Tunnel!”

Dumag wrenched his arm away as he glared at Brokil. “I know the risks.” He growled. “This is why I intend to remove the outcropping. The stone cannot collapse if it is removed.”

Brokil pinched his nose in annoyance as he gestured at the shrunken gap. “You cannot be certain of removing the stone so completely. This outcropping may be the only reason this entrance exists at all. Not to mention the ruckus you would be creating. Removing the stone would only announce our presence and rob us of our advantage of surprise.”

Dumag scowled at Brokil as he gripped the scepter tighter. “You could not possibly know that.” He muttered angrily. “The safety of my nephew could rely on this. We cannot wait a moment longer.”

Brokil let out an exasperated sigh as he gestured at the outcropping. “Zugorim has studied these outcroppings before. They are deceptively weak and crumble at the slightest shift. Why else would their exterior be crumbling away so rapidly?” Dumag continued to scowl, but slowly lowered the scepter as Brokil explained. Brokil appeared to notice and relaxed slightly as he continued. “We can attempt to excavate the tunnel, but we would need to do it carefully. Removing stone in the wrong manner will only seek to collapse the tunnel and the cave beneath. If your nephew is truly down there then we must proceed with caution.”

Dumag growled angrily again but made no move against Brokil. “Time is not on our side in this endeavor.” He protested firmly. “We cannot afford to meticulously extract the stone from this formation. That would give the elites ample time to notice and escape. We must push forward now if we are to have any hope of rescuing my kin.”

Brokil nodded understandably as he rubbed his head thoughtfully. “Which is why we must conspire another method forward. Magic will not aid us in this scenario.”

Dumag’s expression softened again, a sense of calm coming over him as he let out a low sigh. The others remained silent as the weight of the situation bore down on them. Our options were limited if we couldn’t just make the crack bigger. It didn’t help that the crack had shrunk thanks to my original idea. Now I doubted I could even squeeze my shoulders in. Dumag turned to me, a look of defeat plastered across his face. “What do we do, outsider?” He growled dejectedly. “How do we overcome this obstacle?”

My stomach sank as everyone turned to me expectantly. All of my recent plans involved magic and suddenly being expected to come up with a plan that didn’t involve magic was downright unfair. I pinched my nose angrily as I felt a surge of anger at Dumag’s insistence of using the term outsider. The sudden pressure rubbed me the wrong way and the repeated treatment was not helping in the slightest. My mind went into overdrive as it thought up a thousand ways to bypass this obstacle, trying to disobey the restriction. Internal supports for the tunnel. Move Earth to widen the crack with spacers. Change the density of the stone to something more solid. Make a cement to bind the crafts together. Deep down I knew none of it would work though. I had neither the time, nor the resources, nor the expertise to do any of what I had in mind.

I closed my eyes as I muffled my surging anger. “Come on, Think! There’s got to be something I’m missing. I can’t fit in there, neither can the other mages. So we either need to widen the gap or follow the elites and teleport in. However, we can just teleport willy nilly. We’d either find the wrong cave or more likely teleport into solid rock. Just the thought of that gives me the chills. No. We need to get in without using magic, but we can’t do that without widening the hole. Unless …” I looked up as realization slowly dawned on me, a thousand possibilities collapsing into only two. “They needed a way in.” I suddenly said aloud.

The others gave me confused looks as I stared off, trying to think of justification against the ideas. Gremach glanced between me and the outcropping before speaking. “Of course they did.” He voiced, turning to me. “How else would they disappear?”

I gestured dismissively as I turned to Brokil. “Did you bring those beacons with you?” I asked quickly.

Brokil gave me a hesitant look. “Y-Yes?” He stammered hesitantly.

I grinned and nodded as the possibility solidified itself. “Do you think the elves left a beacon behind? Something for us to follow in?”

Brokil scratched his chin thoughtfully as he considered the idea. “That could be a possibility.” He remarked.

I grinned, but Salthu shook his head as he stepped forward. “Even if they do have a beacon in place, what is to say they have not trapped it. O-or that they are not waiting for any such unwanted intruder!”

My face sank again as I realized the validity of his concern. “Damn it.” I cursed. “It was almost perfect.” Dumag scowled and opened his mouth to protest, but I continued too quickly. “That only leaves one last option." I turned to Amelia. After a moment of confusion, everyone else followed suit.

Her eyes grew wide as the attention was suddenly fixated on her. “W-wha- Me?” She asked in disbelief.

I nodded as I gestured at the fissure. “You’re the only one small enough to squeeze into that gap. You need to crawl down there and find a suitable place for the rest of us to teleport in.”

A look of terror came over her face as she looked over at the outcropping. “W-Why not Bruga?” She asked shakily. “She’s almost my size.”

I nodded again as I gestured towards the blue shawled mage. “Almost, but not quite. You’ve seen the orcs here. They’re all massive and she isn’t an exception. Your figure is the only one that has any hope of fitting through.”

Amelia’s terror deepened as she glanced at the outcropping again. “I-I don’t know if I can.” She muttered timidly.”

I gave Amelia a confused look as I tilted my head. “Why not?” I asked, a little angrier than warranted.

Amelia looked down meekly as she played with her fingers nervously. “I... Um.”

I felt my confusion turn to sympathy as I realized she was ashamed of something, ashamed of whatever was stopping her from crawling into that crevice. “You don’t have to be afraid,” I said assuredly. “We’ll be right here to help you out if you need it. You’d be heading down with a beacon anyway. You could teleport back out whenever you want.”

Amelia nodded as she let out a stressful sigh. “I know. I know. It’s just …” She pursed her lips as she shifted from foot to foot. “I didn’t expect to be doing this.” She sounded so closed off when she said it. It was clear something was bothering her. I somehow felt a sense of familiarity with her behavior. I could almost say I behaved similarly around- A shudder down my back. -spiders. My eyes grew wide as it suddenly clicked. Something about going into the cave that sets off the same alarms when I encounter arachnids of any kind.

I glanced at the others as one prominent aspect floated to the front of my mind. “She’s ashamed of her fear.” I stepped closer to Amelia, placing a hand on her shoulder and leaning down to quietly whisper into her ear. “I know you’re afraid,” I said quietly. “I would be too in your situation, but Orthan is depending on us. We need to get into that tunnel and you might be the only one that can do it. None of our magic can expand the hole and we’re all too big to fit. We can’t afford to waste time either. The elites might have heard us and are running as we speak. Orthan’s life might depend on you crawling into that hole.”

Amelia pursed her lips again as she looked towards the outcropping, her hands trembling despite the warm air. “I … I know.” She finally whispered. “I-I’m just claustrophobic.”

I felt a hidden sense of satisfaction as one of my deductions was proven right, but nodded sympathetically to try and encourage Amelia. “I wouldn’t be asking you to do this if it wasn’t absolutely necessary,” I said quietly. “We can’t afford to wait for help. The elites are here and need to be taken down.”

Amelia let out a shuddering sigh as she continued to stare at the outcropping. Her hands were still shaking, but it was less so than before. She finally let out a sigh as she looked up, nodding fearfully. “I-I’ll do it.” She stammered. “Just tell me what to do.”

I gave her a reassuring grin before turning to Brokil. “Brokil,” I said simply. “Brokil nodded as he reached into his shawl and pulled out one of the beacons before tossing it to me. I caught it and handed it to Amelia as I explained the plan. “Take this into the tunnel and find an adequate place to port in. Send a pulse when it’s ready and we’ll be there in an instant.”

Amelia nodded hesitantly as she took the small stone and looked at it. After a moment, she stepped forward and warped her arms around me, hugging me tightly. I hugged her back as a muffed voice vibrated up from my chest. “I hope Brokil is right about this.”

I nodded as I patted her back comfortingly. “Me too.” After a moment Amelia stepped back and wiped a tear from her face. She then let out a sigh and pulled off her satchel before stepping towards the outcropping. She knelt in front of the crack in the rock and stared at it for a few minutes as she tightly gripped the beacon.

She eventually glanced back, her face still full of apprehension. “Any advice?” She asked nervously.

I looked at the tunnel for a moment as I tried to think of all the possible problems with crawling into a cave like this. “Try to control your breathing.” I finally said. “You can fit in here, but there might be places where it gets thinner. You’ll want to compress your chest as much as possible if you want to squeeze past. … Plus it might help with the anxiety of it all.”

Amelia nodded as she let out a long sigh and looked at the hole again. She closed her eyes and began whispering something under her breath.“It’s all in your head. It’s all in your head.” She let out one last long sigh as she held the beacon close to her chest. She then crawled forward and stuck her head into the crevice, pulling herself along before disappearing into the darkness. I let out a sigh and sat down as I waited for the signal, keeping a close eye on the crack in the rock.
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Amelia



My heart was hammering away in my chest, even before I crawled into the oppressively tight tunnel. I followed Dexter’s advice and took carefully measured breaths. I tried to push away all the terror that was building up before hesitantly crawling in. The crack turned into a sloped tunnel almost immediately, slowly descending into the unknown blackness. A single orb of light materialized as I cast Illumination and sent it to drift forward, lighting the way into the darkness. The dark grey stone surrounding the orb was unnaturally smooth, as if the rough formation of stone around it was alien to this tight passage. “Wide open spaces. Towering buildings. Mountaintops.” I kept my active mind fixated on big thoughts and tried to block myself from thinking about the stone walls not two inches from my face. I let out a slow breath as I crawled forward, the stone beneath me pressing into my stomach. The low ceiling forced me to keep my head just as low and did little to help distract from my claustrophobia. “Keep moving. Keep Moving. Keep moving.” I inhaled as I pulled myself further, the heat of the day traveling further and further down my legs as I disappeared from sight. The cold and damp stone pulled away what little heat my body would make, as if sucking the very life out of me. The tunnel kept its size for at least six feet, but the orb that lit my way was too weak to be certain any further. I felt a tight knot forming in my stomach as I crawled, trying to scream out as I went deeper into the earth. “Sugar sand beaches. Salt flats. Empty plains.” I began from the beginning as my list of large places ran dry. It felt like I had been crawling for hours, but I reminded myself it had only been a couple of minutes. The knot in my stomach persisted as I slowly pulled myself forward, the rock painfully scraping my shoulders as I moved.

I stopped in the cave for a moment as I closed my eyes and focused. It felt hard to breathe, the wall closing in to swallow me. “You can do this. You can do this.” I whispered to myself. I wiggled my feet, hoping that they were still in the sunlight, but I felt my heels and toes tap on stone. “FUCK!” The reality of the situation suddenly came crashing down on me and I felt the knot twist painfully. My breathing became unregulated as I concentrated on not vomiting. “You’re okay. You’re alright. The stone isn’t moving. It’s unmovable. You still have plenty of space to breathe. Just Breathe, Damn It!” My head began to swim, the knot continuing to twist as I struggled to take in air. I pressed my hands to the floor as I tried not to panic. “D-Dexter!” I stuttered weakly, my voice barely echoing off the cold walls. “I-I don’t think I can do this. I-I’m scared.” I was hoping for a response, something to give me stability, but nothing came. My heart twisted in my chest and I felt my fear grow as I gripped the rock in a panic. “D-Dexter?” I called louder, the tremor in my voice echoing as I tried to look behind me.

A wave of relief washed over me as a voice called back. “Amelia?” Dexter asked. “Are you okay?”

I let out a sigh as I gripped the beacon tight. “I’m scared,” I repeated, tears and shame welling up within me. I was trembling against the cold hard stone beneath me. The orb of light snuffed itself out as I lost concentration and was plunged into darkness, adding to my already mounting fear. “I don’t think I can do this,” I said shamefully, closing my eyes against the darkness. I let out a shaky breath as I waited for Dexter to reply.

Dexter took a moment to respond, leaving me alone with my pounding heart for what felt like ages. “I know you must be scared.” He finally replied, giving me a sense of comfort. “I can’t imagine what you’re seeing right now or what you’re feeling, but I know you can push through your fears.”

I felt a twinge of apprehension as I let out a slow sigh. “There's no way you could know that.” I half sobbed, fear and shame practically dominating my thoughts. “You’ve been the one to take charge when things got tough. I’ve just been watching from the sidelines as you jumped headfirst into danger, without a care in the world. I can’t do the things you do. I’m just too afraid.” I hung my head in shame as the tears started to flow freely. “I just want to go home.”

It was barely audible, but I could have sworn I heard Dexter let out a sigh. “So do I.” Was the response that drifted down. There was a pause and a scraping of cloth on stone. My tears slowly subsided as Dexter continued to talk. “I’m sorry if I seem distant about this, but I try not to think about it too much. I know if I let myself, I’ll never stop. I miss home. I miss getting to talk to my family. I miss hearing about Mathew’s dissertation, Amanda’s college schedule,” An amused chuckle suddenly echoed down the tunnel. “Funnily enough, I miss cousin Reggie’s self-centered bragging. … I know you miss home, I do too, but we have no way of getting there right now. I wish that wasn’t the case, but we know too little to make any headway there. We might as well try to fight off an alien invasion with rocks and sticks.

I let out a sigh as Dexter finally finished his monologue. A lump had developed in my throat and I wiped away one of my panicked tears as I chucked at Dexter’s misunderstanding. “I meant go home to the barn,” I called, momentarily forgetting about my fears. “I know we can’t make a Banestorm right now. I just want to get out of this cave.”

A palpable silence hung in the air for a moment before Dexter let out an “Oh,” and it echoed down the tunnel. I chuckled to myself as Dexter tried to play off the misunderstanding. “I guess that would be the first and only place to go. Don’t really have any other options now, do we.”

I shook my head and felt my chin rub against the stone floor. “We don’t,” I admitted softly.

Dexter was silent for another moment as my heartbeat quietly in my chest. “Are you sure you want to come out?” He asked. “We might not make it back in time before they move. If they have the commander, they must be leaving soon.”

I let out a long sigh as I closed my eyes and lay in the narrow darkness. I finally noticed I was no longer panicking, just really really stressed out. I let out another sigh as I thought hard for a moment. “Do I really want to leave Orthan down here? Will we have time to return if we do? We could ask Garahk for more help, but will she want to if we don’t bring back proof of the elves? Will she want that before helping us? Am I willing to accept the idea that Orthan might die if we leave now?” My heart twisted in my chest as I shuddered at the thought. “Can I live with myself if he does?” I let out another sigh as my heart hammered away in my chest. This time, it wasn’t out of panic, but dread. I clenched my eyes shut as I asked myself one more question. “Can I face my fears?” I swallowed nervously as I knew the answer to the question. I turned slightly to direct my voice more efficiently out of the tunnel. “Dexter?” I called up.

“Yeah?” Was the response that echoed down, giving me a sense of comfort at Dexter’s presence.

I turned back as I opened my eyes and looked into the depths, the center of my fears. The blackness felt like it was threatening to swallow me, but I swear I could see a dim light flowing from the entrance of the tunnel. That faint light was all I needed. “How long has it been since I crawled in here?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the darkness before me.

Dexter paused for a second, as if hesitating, before answering. “You can’t have been down there for more than five minutes.” He called. “Most of that was spent talking; So, maybe two minutes crawling?”

I nodded as I gripped the beacon tight, the sharp corners digging into my palm as I pursed my lips. “Can we talk while I crawl?” I asked hesitantly. “I’d feel a lot better if I get to hear someone with me.”

There was another pause as Dexter seemed to think. “I don’t see why we can’t try that.” He finally answered. “I don’t think it’ll work forever, but we can try for as long as we’re in each other’s earshot.”

I nodded again, my chin rubbing itself on the floor. “I’d like that,” I called. “At least to make sure for how long I’ve been down there. I didn’t realize till now it had only been down here.”

I heard a shuffling and the telltale beep of Dexter’s watch as his voice called down the tunnel. “I’ll tell you whenever ten minutes goes by. Does that sound good?”

I let out a sigh again as I thought about how long I had been down here already, and that it was only half the time that ten minutes would be. “Can we do five?” I asked. “Ten seems like a big number.”

Dexter let out a grunt of affirmation as his watch beeped again. “Don’t worry. I’ll try to keep you company for as long as I can. So long as there aren’t any strange twists in the tunnel, that should be for a while.”

I nodded as I let out another breath, the cold stone beneath me now slightly warmer. A single gesture caused an orb of light to materialize, illuminating the small tunnel. “So, what made you want to study mechanical engineering?” I asked, trying to come up with the first topic. “I remember you mentioned wanting to study that the first day we met.

I heard Dexter chuckle as I pulled myself forward, the orb lighting the way as I went. “Haha. Well, I always wanted to be an engineer and mechanical seemed like the most useful. Plus, I always had a fascination with the mechanical world, the devices that worked without computers or digital input. Of course, I planned to have a minor in sound engineering, but that’s beside the point.”

I chuckled myself as I continued to crawl, the idea of Dexter having the patience to work as a sound engineer almost baffling. “You? A sound engineer?” I laughed. “I never thought you’d want to be a sound engineer.”

Dexter laughed again, vibrating the stone tunnel almost imperceptibly. “The collection of music didn’t clue you in? Who the hell keeps what amounts to terabytes of songs on countless hard drives without a good reason? I wanted to remix some of my own songs while in college. I wanted that to be my hobby, something that I could focus on without being expected to do it. I even had Nathan install some software on my computers for that very purpose. It’s a shame I’ll never get to do it now.”

I chuckled again as I dug my toe into a dent in the tunnel and pushed, sliding me forward another few inches. “I never would have guessed,” I called, finally forgetting about the tight tunnel around me. “Why make it a minor then? Why not go for the major?”

I could hear Dexter’s knuckles snapping, even from this deep in the tunnel. “Because it’s not too useful in the practical world. It is when there are jobs for it, but without that, there isn’t much use for being able to balance different channels. Besides, the real goal of the minor is to gain an edge in the sphere of DJs.”

At that, I couldn’t help but stop and laugh. “Okay, now you have got to be pulling my leg. I never would have thought you’d want to be a DJ with how you behave.”

Dexter chuckled again, a beep signaling his watch had gone off. “Wow,” Dexter remarked. “Five minutes goes by real fast.”

I nodded as I looked further into the tunnel, the orb illuminating a brand new stretch of rock. “Yeah, talking can be a real time-killer. I hardly noticed the time fly.”

Dexter laughed again, another beep likely setting the watch’s timer to run again. “Yeah, it really does. Anyway, what made you want to be a psychologist? Did you have a particular field of therapy you were studying?”

I let out a grunt as I pulled myself through a particularly tight part of the tunnel. “Money, mostly,” I responded. “I hear they pay pretty well and I’ve always had an interest in the psyche of people. So, I figured why not get paid for it.”

I heard Dexter cackle loudly as I twisted my foot and pulled it through the gap. “You didn’t have any other reason for studying psychology?” He asked. “I figured you’d be the kind of person that wanted to get into the field to help the ones that needed it.”

I let out a laugh of my own as I continued crawling, the tunnel opening up one more to allow for more breathing room. “I’m flattered that you thought so highly of me.” I quipped. “Sadly, that wasn’t my main motivation. I was just in it for the money.”

Dexter let out a barely audible hmm as his watch beeped again. “That’ll be fifteen minutes in total.” He called. “How does the tunnel look?”

I let out a sigh as I looked up, the orb still lighting only six feet in front of me. “Nothing much is different, honestly,” I replied. “I’ll let you know if I find an open area.”

Dexter let out another hmm as his knuckles cracked loudly. “Fingers crossed we’re actually right about this. It would suck if this tunnel just dead ends.”

This time, Brokil was the voice that called down. “My master was never mistaken when it came to the natural world. The tunnel will not end abruptly. I am certain of it.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh and pulled myself further. “Fingers crossed then,” I shouted up the tunnel. I continued crawling as Dexter and I went back to talking; twenty minutes in the tunnel, thirty minutes in the tunnel, forty minutes in the tunnel. All the while, I found myself having to raise my voice more and more as Dexter’s got fainter and fainter. We talked about our childhood, our siblings, family reunions. We exchanged anecdotes about our time in high school, the after-school clubs, even the odd rumor and controversy that permeated the school. The conversation helped distract me from the oppressively close walls of the tunnel. The stone appeared to aid in maintaining the intensity of Dexter’s voice as it only slightly faded as I crawled. Our conversation turned to our immediate family again as I heard a pang of longing in Dexter’s words. I felt a similar emotion of nostalgia as my mind wandered to my own home. Fortunately, Dexter was more than willing to talk about his siblings and distract me from the feeling.

Dexter even told me about his oldest brother, Mathew, and his girlfriend. He was the one sibling that was close to graduating with a Ph.D. of his own. Dexter swore up and down that the two seemed made for each other. “They seem to get along for just about everything.” He explained. “Brains, ambitions, hobbies, I think it’s only once in a blue moon they end up disagreeing on anything.” He was suddenly quiet for a moment as I pulled myself forward, stone rubbing against my shoulders as I squeezed through another narrow passage. “I wonder how they’re doing now.” Dexter pondered solemnly. “It's been what, three months? They must be worried sick.”

I let out a grunt as I dragged myself forward. “Can we talk about something else?” I called. “I’d rather not think about home right now.”

Dexter nodded as his watch went off again. “That marks almost an hour.” He remarked. “Are you doing okay in there? Any place we can teleport in?”

I shook my head as I looked up, the dark tunnel barely illuminated by the orb in front of me. “Still nothing,” I shouted back. I pulled myself forward more as I steered the conversation into something more palatable. “Any idea what we’ll do after this?” I asked. “What’s next on the priority list?”

The tunnel was silent for a moment. I imagine Dexter had sighed at the idea. “I’m not sure.” He admitted. “I know we only have so long before the Harvest Festival, but I can’t decide how to prepare for it. I want to learn more magic and help develop better spells, but it won’t help us unite the tribes.” The tunnel was silent again, save for the shuffling for my crawl, another sigh. “There are thousands of different outcomes that could occur from our actions, hundreds of different beginning states, and that’s not even considering all the possible configurations for each of the tribes being at the festival.”

I nodded as I let out a grunt and squeezed through another tight area. The walls were somehow growing smoother, like the rocks at the bottom of streams. “I’m sure we’ll be able to figure it out,” I called. “We just need an angle to play.”

There was another stretchy of silence. This time, I wasn’t sure what Dexter was doing. He was practically having to yell to get me to hear him so he could be doing close to anything. “Another five minutes have passed, if you couldn’t hear.” He suddenly called. “I say you go for another fifteen minutes before calling it quits. I’m starting to question how far that tunnel goes. You might be crawling for hours before finding a good place to teleport it. It might be best if we head back and get someone that can transform into a weasel or something. At least then we won’t have to worry about the tunnel getting too small.”

I nodded as I let out another grunt, looking up to see how far the tunnel went. “I mean, the elves must have gotten in this way. They can’t have disappeared for no-” I stopped as I noticed the meager distance the orb in front of me illuminated. Instead of six feet till darkness, only about four feet of the tunnel was illuminated. Then there appeared to be a drop-off and the last two feet turned to blackness. My heart skipped a beat as the reality of my situation became apparent and the idea of an open space sent waves of relief through me. “I think I found something!” I called, scrambling forward with all my might.

Through my excited crawling, I could hear Dexter shouting down. “Are You Okay? Do You Need Help?”

I shook my head as I pulled myself further, the last three feet opening up just enough for me to reach forward and grip the ledge in front of me. I pulled myself forward in relief as the tight passage opened up into a monstrous cavern. The hole I was emerging from was about five feet from the cave floor. The orb rose up and did it’s best to light the large space, but it barely glinted off the surface of the damp stone. I let out a sigh as I grabbed at the wall, finding thin handholds and pulling my legs out. I dropped to the floor in relief as my escape from the claustrophobically small tunnel sent chills down my spine. “It’s A Cavern!” I called, looking up at the hole I’d just emerged from. “I Think You Guys Can Teleport In Down Here!”

There was another moment of silence, likely Dexter talking to the others and discussing the next course of action. Finally, his voice called back as the beacon in my hand began to glow. “Find a flat surface to place the obelisk. We’ll be down in a minute.” I nodded as I looked around. The cave was enormous, stalactites and stalagmites growing about a foot in either direction, leaving at least a dozen feet between each other. The walls themselves almost gave the illusion of a large house, giving my claustrophobia ease, despite my depth underground. It let out a sigh as I walked forward, placing the sharp obelisk on the ground as it glowed brighter. I began to stand, backing away in preparation of the other’s arrival, when I froze, a faint glimmer alighting just a little further into the cavern. The glimmer took on a notably runic shape, causing the joy to drain from my face and be replaced with dread. The glimmer grew brighter in tandem with the beacon, revealing the tiny sliver of stone it was carved upon.



Dexter



I felt no small amount of relief as I heard Amelia shout from below about finding an open cavern. Truth be told, I would have hated to be in her shoes and have to return after an hour of crawling through a narrow passageway. It’s like having to delete your homework after spending an entire day on it. In any case, one spell and a quick squeeze later, and the rest of us found ourselves in a dark cavern, lit only by the faintest of light from an orb that was already present. I turned and spotted Amelia standing beneath the orb, her eyes wide in fear. I smiled at her as I walked over and hugged her, trying to be reassuring in what must have been a stressful situation for her. “I’m so sorry I had you do this,” I said comfortingly. “We’re here now though. We can do this together.” I pulled back to see if she felt any better. My grin faded as I saw the continued look of horror on her face. “What’s wrong?” I asked, pulling away. I had finally realized she wasn’t reciprocating the embrace.

Amelia lifted a shaky finger as she pointed towards where we had materialized. “They’re here.” She said, almost in a whisper.

I turned in surprise, expecting the elites to be right behind us. The other mages did the same, turning and preparing a variety of spells. All we saw, however, was a room of near blackness, a typical cavern punctuated by minute drips. My heart raced as I crept forward, squinting to see what Amelia was referring to. “What do you-” I stopped as I finally noticed what she was pointing to, a second stone pendant, a few feet behind our own, adorned with a similar set of symbols our beacon was carved with. I glided forward as quietly as I could, not daring to disturb the threatening blackness around us, and stooped to pick up the item. Up close, it was definitely another beacon, this one made out of a smooth piece of black stone, the small orb barely illuminating the runic symbols carved into its four faces. The bottom seemed somehow smushed as if it had been pressed flat. My heart pounded in my chest as I turned back to the others, holding up the magic item. “They’re close,” I whispered, matching Amelia’s previous gasp.

Dumag’s eyes grew wide as he saw the tiny sliver of stone. “We must hurry.” He whispered, turning to the others. “They could be departing as we speak.” He then began to rush forward but was stopped.

Brokil had grabbed Dumag’s shoulder and whispered his own warning. “Then we must not alert them to our presence.” He whispered. “If we can, we must pounce upon them. We cannot do so if we rush in unprepared.”

Dumag wrench Brokil’s hand from his shoulder as he glared at him in the dim light. “I am aware of what must be done.” He hissed. “I was prepared to resume my nephew the moment I knew these sarding elves took him. I need no reminder of how-”

“Dumag!” Bruga hissed, catching everyone’s attention. “This is not the time to argue.” She nursed her arm and I noticed her shaking slightly. “These are people that are not to be taken lightly. The last time an obstacle was underestimated. We-” Bruga swallowed and tensed at the thought. “We did not come out unscathed.” My stomach sank as I realized she had been holding the thought in for a while. Dumag appeared to notice too and his face softened, gazing at Bruga with an expression of regret. Bruga continued. “We must approach them carefully and deliberately. If we give our presence away that will only aid them in repelling and escaping us. They likely know these caverns at least somewhat if they chose to establish a hideout here.” She looked at Dumag, returning his gaze with a pleading expression. “We cannot argue amongst each other if we wish to be victorious.”

Dumag continued to stare at Bruga for a moment then let out a reluctant sigh. He then turned to Brokil as his shoulders slumped. “I apologize for my outburst.” He whispered. “I am anxious to find my nephew.”

Brokil gave him an understanding nod as he glanced further into the cavern. “I would be too, were I in your predicament.” He admitted. He let out a sigh as he turned to me. “Now then, how should we proceed? What should be done to subdue and contain these intruders?”

I let out a sigh as I glanced further into the cave and cast my mind about. The dim orb did little to reveal the cavern we were standing in, but I could still make out the faint outline of a tunnel at the far end. I began constructing a map of the cave in my mind, centered where we’d just teleported in. “We should take stock of what we have.” I finally replied, standing up, elven beacon still in hand. “Anything that gives us an advantage in the cave should be pulled out and ready for us. Any spells that are useful in tight spaces should be on the shortlist of ready incantations.” I turned back to the others as I ran through my mental list of what was in my pack; the spellstones, some food, and the bag of manastones. “We have one chance at this,” I said grimly. “Let’s make it count.”

With that, we began sorting through what we’d brought. To be fair, everyone knew what they had personally brought, but it was a good idea to make sure everyone knew what the others had brought as well. It shouldn’t have been surprising, but I was the most underequipped out of all of us. Even Amelia had brought that owl-shaped pendant. I had my sword, but it wasn’t enchanted at all and I had yet to cast a spell while trying to wield it. When it came to it, I’d have to choose which action would occupy the dominant hand. The rest of the mages had similar levels of preparedness. Salthu had brought several scrolls of spells, aids for if he needed a particularly complex combat spell. Gremach had a few bottles and manastones in case his mana-pool ran dry. Brokil had one of those sun-lamps from the archive, a staff of water-manipulation, as well as a few spellstones of his own, similar to what Amelia and I had brought. Bruga, in contrast, had stocked up on defensive and healing items; Shield spellstones, red potions, and a scepter of earth manipulation. Dumag was the most well equipped out of all of us, his expansive bag holding numerous scepters, manastones, spellstone, and paraphernalia for alchemical purposes. He even brought two of his own owl-eyed amulets. I picked up one of them as I spotted the similarities. “What does this do, anyway?” I asked. “We haven’t dared try out the one Amelia and I kept.”

Dumag picked up the other one and showed the other mages as he explained. “They are nocturn amulets,” he replied. “They allow for sight in low light; useful when stealth is paramount.”

Brokil nodded as he suddenly reached into his shawl and pulled out his own owl-eyed pendant. “I initially thought these were for nightly explorations. However, considering the origin of these items, perhaps it is meant to explore caverns similar to this one. They may serve well for combating cavernous creatures. Considering our circumstances, it may be best to use them.”

I nodded as I glanced at the four amulets we had, then at the seven of us present. “I don’t suppose we brought three more of those?” I asked no one in particular. Bruga, Salthu, and Gremach all remained silent. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my head. “Then we’ll need to pair up. Four people take the amulets and lead the other three through the cave. Sound like a plan?” The others nodded in agreement and I let out a tired sigh. “Alright. First, we should decide who should and shouldn’t get the amulets.” I began pointing at each person as I listed. “Salthu., you’ll want to concentrate on getting ready for the fight. So, you’ll be stuck close to someone with an amulet. Amelia, there might be some tight places to squeeze through so you’ll stay close to me. Bruga, you stick close to Dumag. You can decide which one gets the amulet. That means I, Gremach, and Brokil will take the remaining three pendants. As for armaments, we shouldn’t try and risk a cave in and go for low impact spells; no move earth spells, no explosions, nothing that could destroy the integrity of the tunnel. Got it?” They nodded in agreement again and I sighed as I stood and stretched. “Then let’s get going. The elites have to be close.” With that, we began packing everything back up.

The stones wouldn’t serve me well if I was holding a sword too. I gibbed the hilt of my blade nervously as Amelia walked over. She had an equally nervous expression on her face as she gripped the strap of her satchel. “Are you sure we can do this?” She asked in a whisper. “You’ve never had to deal with them. How can you be sure we’ll be okay?”

I let out a sigh as I cast my mind about. I knew why she asked. She needed reassurance. To be honest, I needed that too. “We’ll get the drop on them.” I finally replied, turning to her. “The element of surprise should be enough to counteract any experience they have. That’s all we need, the element of surprise.”

Amelia let out a sigh as she glanced further into the cave, the blackness hiding what must have been the elites. “I hope you’re right.” She whispered, barely audible to anyone besides me and her.

I let out another sigh as I took the owl-eyed pendant in my hand. The carved metal glinted in the dim light of Amelia’s orb. I pulled it around my neck as I turned in the direction Amelia was looking. The blackness shimmered for a moment as the pendant settled on my chest then disappeared as the entirety of the cave was revealed. I couldn’t help but take in a breath as I looked out at the expanse before me. With only Amelia’s orb, the space around us was barely in view, but with the pendant, the far wall appeared aglow with light. Despite how deep we already were, the cave sloped down further, stalactites and stalagmites grew near the cave wall, forming a path that led to a tunnel on the far side of the cave. I’m not sure how, but every surface was sprinkled with reflective stone, bathing the cavern in an illuminating light. I felt a grin creep across my face as I looked up and saw a twinkling of stars on the cave roof. “Wow,” I remarked, watching the blinking lights. “I didn’t know there could be so much light in a c-” I froze as a shuffling of movement caught my eye. A spindly creature that was crawling along the ceiling, little bigger than a speck at this distance, but it was enough to know the thing was at least as large as my palm. My awe turned to horror as I counted four, five, six, seven- I quickly turned around and practically ripped the pendant from my neck, my heart racing in my chest. The others turned to me in surprise as I took in deep almost panicked breaths. I shut my eyes, preferring the dark over the scuttling I’d seen on the ceiling, now realizing the twinkling wasn’t an illusion. Creatures were briefly blocking my view of the ceiling, making it look like the lights were- “DON’T SAY IT!” I thought to myself. “You know what’s up there. You can’t freeze here. We’ve already come so far. You can’t back down now, not over a bunch of-”

“Dexter?” Amelia asked, making me jump. I reached for my sword as she gave me a concerned look. “Woah Woah.” She said defensively. “What’s wrong?” She asked, looking for the source of my unease. “What did you see.”

I instinctively looked up, my stomach twisting as I prepared myself for the worst, but mercifully all I saw was blackness. I let out a forceful sigh as I looked down, the pendant still gripped in my hand. My fingers were trembling, the sight had truly shaken me. I shook my head and brought myself out of my stupor as I turned to Amelia, holding out the amulet. “On second thought, you take this,” I said, presenting the magical item. “I’ll only get in the way if I can see.”

Amelia gave me a concerned look as she hesitated for a moment before taking the artifact. “Are you sure?” She asked. “We might not have a chance to change once we get going.”

I glanced up at the pitch-black ceiling again before nodding. “It’s for the best,” I confirmed. “I won’t be much use if there are more of those things up there.”

Amelia gave me a confused look then slipped the pendant around her neck and turned upward. She squinted for a second, then her eyes widened as she finally spotted the creature. “Oh,” was the whisper of a remark that escaped her lips.

I nodded and rubbed my neck guiltily as I looked away. “I don’t do well with spiders,” I muttered quietly. “I can’t explain why. They just … freak me out.”

Amelia nodded as she gestured, extinguishing the dim light of an orb and plunging the cavern into darkness. “We shouldn’t waste any more time,” Amelia said, her voice my only anchor in the cavern. “We have a quest to complete.”

A grunt of agreement sounded from my right, then a shuffling as the others prepared to move. I heard the shimmer of a gemstone as Dumag’s voice sounded from the blackness. “May the gods smile upon our endeavor,” he muttered.

I let out a sigh as I stepped forward and reached out, trying to feel my way towards Amelia. The blackness was a welcome alternative to the roof of the cavern, but I still couldn’t see. I was tempted to voice my concern when Amelia grabbed my reaching hand gingerly. I was tempted to squint to try and see her outline, but there wasn’t much point in it. The only source of light was now gone. Amelia’s voice emanated soothingly from the darkness directly in front of me, her other hand cupping my face. She chuckled gently. “You know, this pendant really is something. Your eyes are practically glowing in this light.” I felt her thumb trail the side of my face, her soft hands an added comfort of the darkness. “Well, one of them, anyway.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle as I blindly reached up and cupped her hand in mine. “Let me guess, the blue one?”

Amelia giggled in the darkness. I could only imagine what I looked like with that pendant around her neck. “It looks amazing,” she whispered. “It’s like watching a constellation in the night sky. I wouldn’t mind getting to see you like this again.”

I chuckled again as I grinned at the darkness., still not quite sure where Amelia’s eyes were. “I wish I got to have a look at you, before …” I trailed off as I mind drifted towards the creeping shadow on the ceiling., my heart beginning to race again as the thought of what was there unnerved me. I clenched my teeth and took a deep breath as I tried to remain calm.

“It’s okay,” Amelia whispered, cupping my face more firmly. “You don’t have to say it. Just being near them can’t be pleasant, even if you can’t see them.”

I let out a sigh as I glanced at the ceiling. The blackness hid what would surely be my worst nightmare. “I just want to burn them all,” I growled. “However …”

“Any spell could draw the attention of the elites.” Amelia whispered, finishing my sentence.”

I nodded as I let out a defeated sigh. “I can’t wait to get away from here,” I growled. “If I ever get the chance, I’m going to make a spell that quietly gets rid of any spider in the area.” A shudder rand down my back. “Fucking hate them.”

Amelia chuckled again as she took my hand, guiding it to grip her shoulder. I held it tight as I finally heard the shuffling of the others creeping deeper into the cave. Amelia stepped forward as she kept my hand pressed close, guiding me through the blackness. “That can be for later,” she whispered over her shoulder. “For now, let's find their camp.”

I nodded as I reached back, grabbing the shieldstone from my bag. “And Orthan,” I whispered. Amelia’s hair rubbed against my wrist as she nodded, leading me further into the cave system. I gripped the spellstone tight as I strained my ears to hear, ready for any unexpected attack.
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Dexter gripped my shoulder tightly as we walked, pulling him further into the cavern as I followed the others. The necklace gave me a clear view of the tunnel at the far end of the room, as well as the others in our group. Dumag had chosen to take the nocturn pendant, having Bruga hold onto his shawl as he led the group towards the elites. Bruga held tightly to a small vial in her free hand. I didn’t know what was in it, but she had her arm reeled back, ready to throw. Brokil walked behind them and gripped his scepter tightly as he glanced around, likely scanning for any small cracks or passageways that were out of sight. Salthu was gripping Gremach’s shawl tightly, following close behind Brokil. Salthu had his free hand splayed and Gremach had his armored hand raised, both ready to cast an incantation.

I glanced at the ceiling as I noticed a spider scuttling above us. The creatures were deadly quiet in the cave, little more than whispers in the wind. I understood why Dexter was unnerved. A phobia can be overwhelming. The only reason I could crawl through that tunnel was Dexter’s quasi-presence during my trip. Even then, I was tempted to give up numerous times during the crawl.

A small pebble suddenly came loose from the cave wall and skirted along the rock face, landing with a final click nearby. Dexter’s grip tightened and his fingers dug into my shoulder as I felt him jump. I winced as I reached up and tapped his hand comfortingly, causing him to loosen his grip once more. I sighed as I glanced the way we came, the beacon we’d left behind still visible in my pendant assisted vision. Dexter squinted ahead blankly, his left eye still illuminated by the charm around my neck. His face was twisted into a nervous expression. I turned back as we finally reached the tunnel and entered it. Dexter jumped again as his shoulder scraped the side of the passageway. He kept quiet though, leaving the only noise a gentle drip from somewhere further in the cave. I ran a hand along the cave wall as I realized it was damp. Brokil must have been right about it being a spring at one point. The only question was, what stopped the flow of water? I was tempted to gently throw the question to Brokil when Dumag suddenly stopped in his tracks, raising a clenched fist in an order of silence. Our procession came to an abrupt halt as Dumag listened intently for … something.

Dumag finally turned back and whispered. “There is a scent of ash in the air.” He explained. “Their camp is close by. Stay on alert.” With that, he turned and began creeping forward once more. I took a few tentative sniffs from the air as I followed. Dumag was right. The air had the faintest traces of a campfire, likely the one they were using to illuminate their camp. I heard the hum of a charging spellstones behind me as Dexter readied whatever he'd pulled from his bag. I gave his hand a comforting tap as our group shuffled further into the tunnel. I kept my eyes peeled for any movement further in as I readied myself for a fight.

Suddenly, Brokil stopped as he turned towards the wall of the tunnel. “Halt.” He called softly, examining the stone surface. I craned my neck slightly to see what he was looking at. My eyes grew wide as I realized he was peering into a large gap in the wall, likely leading to an ante-chamber.

Dumag squeezed past Bruga as he backtracked and examined the gap alongside Brokil. He took a few sniffs of the air near the opening, his eye growing wide as he took in the scent. He then turned to the rest of us as he raised a finger to his lip. “The scent is coming from here.” He explained quietly. “Ready yourselves.” I let out a nervous sigh as I prepared the Spark spell. Dexter set his free hand on my shoulder, placing the spellstone he was holding beside my head. Dumag turned back to the crack and slipped through it silently, pulling Bruga through with him. Brokil followed suit, then Salthu and Gremach, and finally it was mine and Dexter’s turn. The crevice was narrow, barely wider than the tunnel I’d crawled down. I wasn’t surprised that we almost missed it. I twisted and shuffled sideways through the crack, Dexter keeping a tight grip on my shoulder all the while. We emerged into another large cavern, this one thankfully devoid of spiders. The pendant let me see most of the cavern, but it was somehow not enough to show me everything. I squinted as I noticed we stood on a higher section of the cave. A path snaked along the wall to our left and down to the rest of the cavern, a flat area just large enough to hold a classroom. Dumag growled as he looked about, squinting for any sign of the elves. “They are not here.” He muttered angrily. He wasn’t concerned about being heard anymore. It was unlikely anyone outside this place could hear us anyway. “They must be in another cha-” He stopped as a gentle groan suddenly sounded in the darkness, causing everyone to jump. Dumag’s eyes grew wide as he gazed further in and suddenly sprinted down the path to the rest of the cave, leaving Bruga to stumble along behind him. “Orthan!” He shouted concernedly.

My eyes grew wide as I watched Dumag and Bruga rush towards the rear of the cave and vanish into the darkness beyond. I thumbed the pendant around my neck in confusion as a revelation suddenly dawned on me. “Something is interfering with the necklaces!” I shouted as I ran down the path, following Dumag into the cavern.

Dexter suddenly cast Illuminate and tossed the orb into the center of the cavern, bathing the walls in its dim light. “What do you mean inter-” He stopped as he spotted what the necklaces wouldn’t reveal. At the rear of the cave was a makeshift cage, constructed out of branches and rope and barely illuminated by the orb above. “Oh shit!” He exclaimed, rushing down behind me.

A similar scuffle of feet followed Dexter as Salthu, Gremach, and Brokil all ran down the path. We barely had time to notice the pile of ash and cinder in the center of the room and the slab of stone that almost appeared yanked from the wall itself. I skidded to a halt beside Bruga and Dumag as the two knelt beside the makeshift cage. Dumag rummaged hurriedly through his enchanted bag as he searched for something. I looked over the two of them and into the wooden prison beyond. My heart sank and my stomach churned as I saw the collapsed figure of an orc laying in the center of the cage. Dried puddles of red were scattered about the cavern floor and the figure’s arms were coated in the dead ichor. The familiar bracelets of iron were covered in the substance, barely hiding the design that was uncomfortably familiar to me. I felt myself freeze as I stared at the bands and the others finally joined us. “Fext.” Brokil cursed. “What cruelty are they capable of?”

Gremach let out a groan as he turned away. “I feel ill.” He muttered.

Dexter gritted his teeth angrily as he stared at the cage. “I’m going to enjoy dismantling this pile of shit.” He growled as he stepped forward.

Dumag and Brokil turned in surprise as Dexter reached towards one of the knotted joints. They shouted a unified “No!” as Dexter grabbed the rope, but it was too late.

Dexter shouted in pain and jumped back, clutching the hand that had grabbed the rope. “The Fucker Shocked Me!” He bellowed angrily. The figure in the cage groaned as he turned his head weakly, causing a soft crackling sound to emanate from the stone floor.

Brokil grabbed Dexter’s shoulder to hold him back as he appeared ready to assault the cage once more. “It is enchanted.” He hissed. “Only those with elven blood can touch the material.”

Dumag nodded as he pulled a gemstone out of his bag and examined it before putting it back. “Moreover, there is a low-class spellbreaker enchantment upon the whole structure. Teleportation in and out would be difficult, if not impossible.”

Dexter growled as he rubbed his hand. “Now I can’t wait to find those fuckers.” He muttered.

At that, the figure finally lifted his head in confusion. “You are the outsider.” He said almost in disbelief.

Dexter then focussed his attention on the figure, his face softening to an expression of sympathy. “Uloth sent us.” He explained. “Hang on. We’ll get you out of there in just a second.” He then knelt beside Dumag as he watched him search his bag. “Dumag, you have an idea on how to dismantle this thing?”

The figure turned, wide-eyed towards Dumag. “Uncle?” He asked weakly.

Dumag growled and nodded as he finally pulled out a short piece of wood, a wand with a runic ‘ᛔ‘ carved near the base. “Do not interrupt me.” He growled as he glanced at the others. “We must dismantle the enchantment they have placed on this cage.” He turned and glared at the beams in question as he began scanning each joint. “With any luck, they have not thought to make the incantation permanent.” With that, he flicked the wrist holding the wand and began muttering under his breath. The cage creaked and groaned as an aura appeared to surround the bars. Gremach then stepped forward and pulled out a scepter, topped with ruby, and leveled it at the cage as well. “Let me assist you.” He said, his staff glowing to life as the cage creaked one more. The reddish light from the cage and the scepter now overpowered the orb that Dexter had tossed into the center of the room.

I looked concernedly into the cage as the wood flexed slightly. The dried stains were now clearly visible in the light and I felt a pang of sympathy as I saw Orthan look up at his uncle in amazement. My stomach churned again as I finally noticed the wounds in his arm, brutal, random, uncaring, and covering his thick limbs in a layer of blood. I was starting to regret not learning more about healing magic. I turned to Bruga as I suddenly remembered what she had packed. “Do you have a potion that can-”

Bruga was way ahead of me, reaching carefully through the gaps in the wood to hand Orthan an uncorked crimson potion. “Drink this.” She said sweetly, being careful not to touch the bars of the cell. “I will not restore your strength, but it will heal your wounds.”

Orthan reached up weakly and took the bottle, shakily bringing the concoction to his lips and drinking deeply. Within a few gulps, the bottle was empty and his head slumped down again, relief washing over him. “Thank you.” He gasped. “I owe you my life.”

Bruga brushed the remark aside as she reached into her satchel and pulled out a piece of dried meat. She repeated her prior action and handed the food to him. “Your mate holds that honor.” She said comfortingly as Orthan took the meat and bit into it hungrily. “She traveled to our guild to request our aid. No others wished to take up her request, it seems.”

Orthan’s face contorted into one of guilt as he chewed the food ravenously, his forearms beginning to radiate yellow light. “S-she is not my mate.” He stammered, trying to sit up. However, he winced in pain as he put pressure on his arm. “H-her father would never approve of-”

Bruga’s expression turned to one of sympathy as she gestured for him to lay down. “Do not concern yourself.” She said softly, silencing his stammering. “We have not spoken a word to anyone about your pairing.” She then glanced at me and Dexter. I glanced at him as well as he watched Dumag and Gremach work.

Dexter suddenly turned to Brokil and Salthu as he gestured the way we came in. “Go up there and make sure no one is going to walk in.” He said. “We now know the elites have been here and were behind Orthan’s disappearance, but I don’t want one of them surprising us by walking in with our pants down.”

Salthu hesitated for a moment as he reached for his bag and began searching through it. “Are you certain I should stand guard?” He asked. “I have nearly exhausted my mana su-”

Salthu stopped as Dexter reached into his bag and pulled out his bag of manastones. “Go ahead and use this then,” he said as he tossed Salthu the pouch. “Be ready for anyone or anything that crawls through that crack.” Salthu hesitated for a moment then nodded as he turned and followed Brokil back up the path. Dexter let out an agitated sigh as he drew his sword and began pacing, watching Gremach and Dumag work to dismantle the spell surrounding the cage. I’d never seen him so on edge before.

I turned back to Bruga as she continued talking comfortingly to Orthan. “She cared for you, to travel so far in the hopes that you could be found. From what I gather, she visited other guilds as well. She offered all that she carried, begging us to find you.”

Orthan groaned as he finally sat up, his arms still radiating a soft glow. He seemed to be regaining his strength. “Y-you must understand.” He said defensively. “Her father would never approve. If we were discovered, she would be shunned from-”

Bruga let out a soft chuckle as she shook her head. “You need not worry.” She said softly. “We have no intention of breathing a word of this.” She grinned wider as she gestured at Dumag, his want hand waving back and forth as he muttered incoherently. “Admittedly, we are in a similar position to you and your gentle Uloth. … My father has since passed, you see, and I am his last unwed daughter.”

Orthan's unease softened as he glanced at Dumag, his eyes still full of apprehension. “Do you think he would approve of my uncle?” He asked hesitantly.

Bruga glanced towards Dumag and smiled warmly, admiring him as he worked fervently. “I am hopeful that he would,” She admitted as she turned back to Orthan. “So you need not be apprehensive. There are many tales of the outsiders, but they are understanding at heart. They could easily gleam the significance you held to Uloth.”

Orthan sighed weakly as he glanced at Dexter. His pacing had calmed to deep breaths. I could tell Orthan was thinking carefully. He finally let out a groan as the glowing in his arms faded, leaving cross-shaped scars on his forearm. “Our savings are not significant enough for much.” He admitted solemnly, turning back to Bruga. “I am ashamed to think that I have wasted all our efforts over the years; all because I did not have the sense to flee when I had the chance.”

Bruga shook her head as she gave Orthan a reassuring grin. “Your efforts were not wasted,” she said comfortingly. “Nor should you be ashamed of facing your foes.” Bruga rubbed her arm absentmindedly as she glanced away. “Only by facing your foes can you hope to overcome them.” She said encouragingly.

Orthan gave Bruga a look of sympathy, contemplating. He glanced at me apprehensively and looked about to speak again when the cage let out a loud creak and Dumag and Gremach groaned with exertion. “The Bindings Will Not Come Loose!” Dumag practically roared.

Dexter stepped towards the cage and watched it twist and strain. He scanned the base of the cage as he thought carefully. “Can you remove the shock enchantment?” He asked, turning to Dumag.

Dumag shot him a confused look. “Only partially.” He growled in response. “The enchantments are woven tight.”

Dexter nodded as he pulled off his shirt and began wrapping his hands in the fabric. He turned to Orthan as he knelt at the side of the cage. “I’m going to lift this to give you an escape route. Crawl out once there’s enough room.” Before Orthan could react, Dexter grabbed the bars and let out a grunt of pain as he pulled upward. Despite appearing light, the wood only groaned and flexed under the weight of Dexter’s efforts. “Jesus CHRIST!” He shouted, releasing his grip and shaking his hand wildly. “The fuck kind of wood is this?”

Gremach’s scepter glowed brighter as he pointed it at a particular joint. The rope stretched in response but did not break free from its position. “There must be an immobility spell as well.” He muttered angrily. “I am attempting to loosen it, but it is difficult.”

Dexter growled as he turned to me and Bruga. He gestured us over, or shook his hand angrily again I couldn’t tell, but his order was clear. “Help me out over here.” He said, crouching near the side of the cage again. “Gremach, tell us when you pull away some of the enchantment. We’ll try and lift this again on your mark.” Gremach nodded as Bruga and I got into position on either side of Dexter. I crumbled fistfuls of my oversized shirt and wrapped them around the wooden bars. I winded in pain as pinpricks of electricity tingled through my hand. Bruga did the same as she put her shawl between her and the bars. The three of us turned to Gremach expectantly, waiting for his word.

Gremach's face was twisted in concentration as his scepter glowed in the dim cavern. The pinpricks on my hand made it feel like it was vibrating. With one swift motion of the scepter, the cage let out a high pitched creeeaaakk and Gremach let out a thunderous “Now!” Bruga, Dexter, and I wrenched up hard, causing the cage to groan and the wood itself to flex. Dexter was right; the cage was unreasonably heavy. I strained with all my might and this time my body really did start trembling as I pulled at the enchanted prison. It was thankfully moving though, ever so slowly tilting to the side as the three of us lifted with all our might.

Dexter let out a frustrated growl as we went from squatting to partially standing. “Go, Now!” he shouted into the cage, the wood still flexing beneath his grip as he pulled. Orthan quickly scrambled beneath the small gap that was forming and squeezed out, his tattered shawl snagging on the frame and falling from his shoulders as he stood. Bruga, let out a guttural sigh as the three of us dropped the cage again, letting it snap back into place with a loud wham! At that, Gremach and Dumag released their spells and the glow from the cage died. Dexter let out an exhausted sigh as he fell back to the cave floor. “Jesus Christ that was heavy.” He groaned. I panted and sat beside him, the three of us recovering our strength with each gasp.

Orthan barely had time to catch his breath as he stood. In but a moment, Dumag was wrapping him in a tight hug. “I am so sorry,” Dumag whispered. “I should have come sooner. I allowed my pride to cloud my judgment. Can you ever forgive me?”

Orthan let out a relieved sigh as he returned Dumag's embrace. “I am alive,” he gasped. “That is more than I could have hoped for an hour ago. Of course you are forgiven.”

From where I sat I could see Dumag shake his head, a tear rolling down the side of his cheek. “I was a fool.” He said simply. “I should have known to ignore my brother. There is no honor in abandoning family.” I grinned to myself as I watched the two interact. It was a heartwarming reunion, one only possible after a lifetime apart and a dire end avoided in the knick of time. I was glad we could help make it possible, finding their camp and saving Orthan from what might have been a slow and painful death.

Dexter simply groaned and climbed to his feet as he walked over. He interrupted their embrace by tapping Orthan on the shoulder, causing him to turn in surprise. “Where did the elites go?” Dexter asked directly, gesturing towards the ashen heap in the center of the room. “We know they were here, but it’s obvious they left before we arrived. So when was that? What made them leave? Where did they go?”

Dumag scowled at Dexter as he let go, straightening to tower over him. “Now is hardly the time for questions.” He growled. “We must return him to the city. The Institute will wish to know of our success.”

Dexter groaned as he rubbed his head annoyedly. “What about the elites?” He almost spat. “If we bring him back, they’ll know their camp is compromised. They’ll just flee when the city is opened up.”

Dumag shook his head as he gestured dismissively. “The gates will not be open then.” He countered. “The Institute shall merely search the city until they find the elites hiding in plain sight.”

Dexter gestured to Orthan angrily as he asked the obvious. “How Will They Know They Caught Them Then?” He practically roared. “We Can’t Be Sure They Won’t Go Under The Radar! Not To Mention, We Don’t Know How Many Are In The City. We Can’t Let This Lockdown Go On Forever!”

Dumag took a step towards Dexter but was stopped as Bruga jumped between them and kept the two of them at arm’s length. “Now Is Not The Time For Bickering!” She said sharply. “We only just found our target and we must not squabble over our next course of action so quickly.” Bruga then turned to Dexter, an expression of calming interest overtaking her anger. “What brought about these questions?” She asked him. “What concerns plague your mind that a heartfelt moment needed interrupting?”

Dexter let out a growling sigh as he glared up at Dumag, fists clenched in anger. Dumag met his gaze with an equally intense look of fury. After a moment, Dexter finally sighed as he gestured at the ashen pile again. “I’m afraid that we’ll let the elites slip through our fingers.” He sighed angrily. “We’re lucky we found this place and lucky that they left so much behind. If we don’t capitalize on this, they just come back and we’ll have no idea how or where they’ll do it.”

Dumag gave Dexter a look of confusion. “Left behind?” He muttered angrily. “Is That How You Describe Their Abandonment Of My Nephew To Perish In This Gods Forsaken Fexting-”

“Not HIM!” Dexter shouted, pointing at the pile again. “THE BOX!” Everyone turned, confused. Only now did I realize he wasn’t pointing at the pile, but the wall behind the pile. He was pointing specifically at the slab of rock that was pulled out of the wall, serving as a thigh-high table. Dexter was pointing to the box resting on the table as well as the bits and pieces that surrounded that box. Dumag’s face softened as he realized what Dexter was implying. “They left something behind,” Dexter explained, not taking his eyes off Dumag. “Meaning they had plans to come back here if certain circumstances allowed. One of these circumstances was probably not someone finding out that they were here in the first place. General or not, we have to capture the elites that we can while we can.”

Dumag growled again as he turned to Dexter. “What would you have us do then?” He muttered. “Sit here, twiddling our thumbs, and wait for someone to traipse through the caverns?”

Dexter shook his head as he glanced at Salthu and Brokil. They were standing on opposite sides of the crack we’d crept through, keeping an eye on it while also keeping an ear open to the conversation below. “That won’t be the plan,” Dexter replied, glancing at the table. “First thing to do is find out what they left behind and how important it might be to them. Then, we determine a plan of action for luring them back here.” He turned back to Dumag, expecting a reaction. Dumag kept a stony expression as he stared in the direction of the table, thinking carefully. Dexter finally let out a sigh and scratched his head guiltily as he glanced at Orthan. “I’m sorry that I cut the reunion short, but we might be running short on time. We need to know everything we can find out; including how long ago they left and who the elites left with. Who knows, maybe none of the elites got caught in the lockdown.”

“There was a lockdown?” Orthan asked, amazed. “For my disappearance?”

Dexter shook his head as he turned to Orthan. “An elven general went missing from a prison in the city,” Dexter explained. “From the looks of it, they used your face to slip in and out of the city unnoticed. Snakahgr is currently on lockdown in case the general is still within the walls.”

Orthan’s brow furrowed in confusion. “The general that was here?” He asked.

Dexter’s eyes went wide as everyone turned sharply to Orthan. “He was here?” Dexter asked, surprised.

Orthan hesitated for a moment then nodded, the orb above casting shadows across his expression of unease. “He was a boisterous elf, and impatient at that. He left with the others not a few hours ago.”

Dexter let out a defeated sigh as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Damn it.” He muttered angrily. “We just missed them. So much for attacking their camp.”

Dumag nodded as he let out a growl. “Then they have likely cleared from the city.” He remarked thoughtfully. “If they traveled home, then they would not leave any behind.”

Surprisingly, Orthan shook his head at the notion. “They left some behind.” He explained, pointing towards the pile of ash. “I heard them speaking of it. They only left with half their forces.”

Dexter turned to him, interested in the news. “And how many did you see leaving the cave?” He asked curiously. “Were there ten? Twenty?”

Orthan thought for a moment as he appeared to count on his fingers. He finally held up two of his digits as he replied. “There cannot have been more than two dozen. They drank something as they prepared; something that changed them from their false skins to their own appearance.” A shudder ran down Orthan’s back as he rubbed his forearms. “It haunts me to think that they could so easily slip in amongst us.”

Dexter nodded as he glanced towards Gremach. “Yeah. It’s unnerving to think they could put on a disguise whenever they wanted. Fortunately, they should only be able to hold out for so lo-” Dexter’s eyes suddenly widened in realization. I needed only a moment before it finally clicked with me.

Dexter and I turned to Orthan as we spoke in near unison. “They drank a potion to change back?” We asked.

Orthan jumped at the exclamation and the others appeared to realize the implications. “I-is that not how such potions work?” He asked hesitantly.

Gremach shook his head as he gestured with his scepter. “Transformative potions are only temporary.” He explained. “A day for a swig from a well-distilled potion, but I have never heard of a potion with lasting effects.”

Dumag nodded as he glanced towards the stony table sticking from the wall. “If they require a potion to return,” He began.

“Then the ones in the city will need that too.” Dexter finished, turning to the table as well.

I began walking over as curiosity got the best of me. “Let’s poke around and find out,” I said as I quickly closed the gap between me and the table. The others followed suit as we shuffled to surround the short table. The box that rested upon it was elven, the boards and rivets glistened with a layer of finish that would make any carpenter jealous. It was only a foot tall though, covered with a square lid that just barely fit and was topped with an all too familiar floral symbol. I scowled down at the container as the others crowded around me. The lid barely came up to my naval, giving me a good look at the crown of the container.

Dexter tapped the symbol as he glanced at the others. “That settles it. The elites were here.”

I nodded as I gripped the lid firmly. “Fingers crossed it isn't booby-trapped,” I said hopefully. I let out one last sigh before pulling the lid off and placing it upside down beside the box. I cast my own illuminate spell to bathe the contents in light. Glass and fluid stared back as we all peered into the container. A total of twenty-five potion bottles sat in partitioned segments in the box, each bottle topped with a large cork.

Dexter pulled out one of the vials of yellowish liquid and examined it closely. “The hell are these?” He asked.

I pulled out one of the circular bottles as well, the cold glass containing the strange fluid within. “Best guess, these are whatever those other guys drank. They left these behind for the elites still in the city.”

Dexter nodded as he handed his vial to Gremach. “Use that detect magic spell on this and make sure. We need to be sure of what this is before we start planning our next move.”

Gremach took the potion hesitantly and examined it, his finger glowing slightly as he muttered. He finally shook his head as he handed the bottle back to Dexter. “There is no enchantment.” He said defeatedly. “This concoction is pure alchemy.”

Dexter muttered a curse as he took the vial back. “You couldn't analyze the ingredients to find out what it's for?” He asked hopefully.

Gremach shook his head again. “I am not versed in alchemy.” He admitted. Dexter looked like he was about to mutter another curse when Gremach continued. “Brokil may know. I have seen him work with arcane ingredients before.”

Dexter's eyes lit up and he nodded as he turned towards the path. “Good idea. Brokil!” He shouted. Brokil turned and stepped away from his position next to the gap in the cavern wall. Dexter held up the bottle he was holding, showing it to him. “I Need Your Expertise On Something,” he explained. Brokil nodded as he retraced his steps down the path, Salthu hesitating for a moment before following close behind. Dexter handed Brokil the bottle as the contents began to swirl. “I need you to tell me what this potion is for. There are at least two dozen bottles in a box back here. We have to know if they left this behind for a reason.”

Brokil nodded as he ran his fingers along the glass, muttering under his breath. The potion glowed for a brief moment, causing Brokil to furrow his brow. “Most of these ingredients are familiar,” He admitted, glancing towards the box upon the table. “Others, however, are less so.” He held up the bottle, scrutinizing the contents as he explained. “The ingredients I can name delegate this a transformative potion.” His nose suddenly wrinkled as he scowled at the vial. “The blood, however, is excessive, more than any concoction I've studied.” Brokil then handed the bottle back to Dexter with a look of disgust. “I shudder to think of the blood that had to be extracted to create all those vials.” I nodded as I glanced towards Orthan. He was rubbing his arm grimly, his fingers tracing the outline of the cross patterns that now dotted his skin.

Dexter nodded as he pulled out another vial, a glint in his eye as a grin crept across his face. “Then I think I have an idea.” He looked towards the roof of the cavern, the orb drifting higher to illuminate the stalactites dangling from the ceiling. Dexter then turned to Brokil as he held up the two vials. “Is there a sleeping draught you can make with what we have? Preferably something that can fill what’s left of the space in these?”

Everyone turned to Dexter, confused and shocked. Salthu seemed to be the only one that understood Dexter’s plan. “You Mean To Poison Them?” He practically yelled.

Dexter nodded as he glanced towards the entrance. “They made plans to come back here if possible. I’m sure of it. We can use that to capture the ones still in the city. From the looks of it, there are at least two dozen out there.”

Brokil continued to stare at Dexter, astounded. “I have no means to brew such a potion.” He pointed out. “In any case, my combat supplies are nowhere near adequate for creating a sleeping draught.”

Dexter nodded as he glanced at the vials then at the box. “Then let's hope they left their alchemical gear behind.” He said as he replaced the vials and reached into the box. He grabbed the wooden frame and pulled it, lifting it out to reveal it to be a shallow layer of the box, only a quarter as tall as the box itself. Dexter then reached in and pulled out another frame, again a quarter as tall as the box. One or two vials clinked around as he set the near-empty frame beside the first and looked in the container. His grin grew wider as he grabbed the miniature cauldron that was resting at the bottom, as well as a few tall jars with herbs and labels on them. He held them up triumphantly as he looked towards Brokil. “Think you can work with this?” He asked, waving the jars.

Brokil stepped forward and peered into the container, pulling out yet more tall jars of ingredients. “This is far more prepared than I was anticipating,” he remarked, astoundedly. Brokil reached into the container again and pulled out a roll of parchment, unfurling it with intrigue and curiosity. “This is elven writing.” He said, his eyes darting back and forth along the page. “It’s a message, as well as an alchemical recipe.” He suddenly shuddered as he read the title of the concoction. “A recipe for a Bloodform potion.”

Dexter nodded as he set the small cauldron down and examined the containers he held. They were some kind of powder and a jar of herbs. I couldn’t read the labels from where I stood. “Think you can work with this?” Dexter asked, setting the jars beside the cauldron. “We need something that’ll take effect after an hour or two. They won’t come back all at once. We need to make sure all of them drink the potion before they know what’s happening. We shouldn’t interfere with the transformation potion either. They’ll know something is up if we do.”

Brokil let out a low sigh as he pulled out container after container, examining each label before setting them aside. “That is a very particular request.” He sighed. “If this had a retort, I could make something akin to that effect. As it stands, I cannot distill a strong enough draught to force unconsciousness.”

Dumag suddenly reached into his bag and pulled out a metal flask, about the size of his palm, its neck bent at an extreme angle. I’d seen glass versions of the flask before, but never knew what they were called. Dumag held the item out to Brokil as Brokil turned to glance at it. “Would this work?” He asked.

Brokil took the retort gingerly and gave it a few experimental hefts, testing the weight. “It is rather small.” He remarked, sadly. “But it will do. I do not suppose you have a bead-roller in there by chance?”

Dumag nodded as he reached into his bag and pulled out a board and a special roller. The board and roller both had grooves the size of peas and the pieces appeared to lock together as Dumag placed the set down on the stone counter. “I have wheat paste if you require it. It should soak up any concoction well enough.”

Brokil shook his head as he pulled out another jar. “These makeshift supplies appear thorough enough. I am more concerned about balancing the potion with this bloodform creation. I must be certain none of my ingredients will be volatile when interacting with their potion.” Brokil then turned to Dexter as he pulled a cork out of one of the jars. “I am assuming your plan has more thought than mere poisoning?” He asked. “If we are to wait for their arrival, we will need an adequate vantage point.”

Dexter nodded as he glanced up again, scanning the ceiling carefully. “No spiders, thank god,” he muttered as he turned to Dumag. “How much rope do you have?” He asked.

Dumag reached into his satchel again and pulled out the end of a rope handing it to Dexter as it snaked back into his bag. “I have enough to circle the Arena three times. Is that sufficient for your musings?”

Dexter nodded as he looked up again, pointing to each stalactite as if counting. “Just hope that I still know how to do this. I’m about to teach yall how to make a hammock.”

I turned towards Brokil curiously. Something he said stuck out to me. The page he had found in the box sat beside the cauldron. I walked over as his words echoed in my thoughts. “It’s a message and a recipe.” I picked up the page gingerly and felt a pang of disgust as I recognized the swirling and gingerly handwriting of elves I had seen before. The top of the page was clearly the message. A short paragraph at best, but it still made my stomach churn. “Rendezvous in one month at the singing springs. Your return potions are laid out for you. Below is the recipe in case a transformation is incomplete or one of the vials breaks. Once you are accounted for, dispose of the blood bag.” I set the page down with disgust as I turned back to Dexter. He was already laying out lengths of rope and explaining his idea as he pointed towards the ceiling. A look of cold determination was in his eyes as he measured between two stalactites. I had only ever seen him this focused once before, back when he was planning for the arena. He was really fired up. I let out a sigh as I nervously fiddled with my fingers. I hoped I was ready for the inevitable confrontation.
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It took a good hour to weave together a functional canopy at the roof of the cavern. It took even longer to make sure it was sturdy enough to hold all of us. The thick rope was more than enough to hold each of us, but to hold all of us, it needed to be tied just right. Added to that, I doubted any of us could just balance on a rope as we waited. So, we needed a mat of rope to sit and wait. Fortunately, the stalactites served as the perfect cover and anchor. A quick Mold Earth spell and the stalactites could be shaped with convenient grooves, strong enough to hold the canopy in place while we waited on top of it.

Meanwhile, Brokil worked diligently on pea-sized pills that would serve as our trap for the Elites. The retort bottle appeared to function as a makeshift distillery for one of his ingredients, the product of which he used to give the sleeping draught the necessary potency he needed for forced unconscious. He sighed as he used that weird roller thing to squeeze a tube of his finished creation. “Let us hope they all return in a timely fashion.” He growled as the beads of glistening paste rolled into the tray beneath the grooves. “This will only delay the effects for so long. Once it has digested, they will struggle to remain conscious.”

I nodded as I tugged at one of the ropes, testing the pattern I had used to make the canopy. “They should all come back once we tell the city to drop the lockdown. They might not all come back at once, but they’ll come back eventually.”

Dumag looked up towards me as a scowl appeared on his face. “How do you propose we convince the city to relinquish the lockdown?” He asked. “Surely my nephew is not enough to convince the city of the elven presence here.”

I was about to answer when Orthan’s voice suddenly sounded from below. “I cannot go back to the city, not now.” He said.

I turned and looked over the canopy in time to see Dumag give Orthan a condescending look. “You must return, nephew.” He replied insistently. “That is the only place where you will be safe.”

Orthan shook his head as he pointed to the cage. “Those knife-ears imprisoned and tortured me. I cannot let this insult to my honor stand.”

Dumag shook his head as he rested a hand on Orthan’s shoulder. “Your heart is true, but no. These elves are too skillful. You would only fall to them again.”

Orthan let out an angry growl as he pulled his uncle’s hand from his shoulder. “But I would not. Please, uncle, let me prove to you that I am capable. My own father does not think me worthy, why not you?”

Dumag let out an annoyed growl as he raised a finger to Orthan. “Boy, do not question me. You are far too young to enter a battle. I will not have your blood on my hands.”

I started to climb down as Orthan continued arguing. The distance from the floor caused my fear of heights to flare for a moment before a quick hop spell allowed me to let go and break my fall. “The only blood that will be spilled today is elven. Uncle, please, I can fight. I am not a helpless mewl.” Orthan suddenly pointed to me as I landed with a soft pffff beside them. “Even he is ready to spar and he cannot have seen four dozen seasons. His face is too nubile for that!”

Dumag gestured dismissively as he pointed to me. “The age of the outsider is not your concern. You are too young to fight this battle.”

Orthan let out an annoyed sigh as he turned in place. “How can I prove myself if I am not allowed to fight?”

Dumag let out an exasperated sigh as he turned to me. “Speak with my nephew.” He pleaded. “He will not listen to reason. Surely you are far older than you appear.”

I gave Dumag a hesitant look as the subject of age seemed almost hostile, given the circumstances. “How old do you think I am?” I asked. “Cause by my year, I’m barely twenty.”

Dumag’s face went white and Orthan turned in surprise, throwing his hands up in triumph. “Ah HA! See, uncle? He is even younger than I and he is ready to fight.”

Dumag let out another sigh as he turned to Orthan. “Age is not a factor in this decision, boy. We did a great deal searching for you and I will not allow the Elites to take you again. Now follow our orders and return to the city.”

Orthan shook his head again and gestured insistently. “Then allow me to prove my worth. Please, I want to be like you. I don’t want to be a farmer for eternity.”

Dumag looked down as he shook his head, his face twisting in pain and regret. “You do not want my fate.” He muttered. “Loss and pain are constant in my line of work. Not a moment passes where I do not wish I could undo my mistakes and save those that I lost. Even now I worry for the safety of those I am aligned with.” He glanced towards Bruga then at the others as we watched his argument with his nephew. Brokil was still working on the beads, but he had his head turned to listen in. “Though we have known one another only briefly, I would consider it a tragedy if any of us were to fall to these Elites or any adversary for that matter. Throughout this quest, I have learned that we are not a mere group of colleagues, but of stalwart companions.” Dumag then turned back to his nephew, whose expression had softened as Dumag spoke. “I have already lost many companions.” He explained. “I already cannot bear the pain that loss causes me. I cannot stand to think what the loss of family will be like.”

Orthan swallowed as tears welled up in his eyes. “Uncle-” He muttered.

Dumag raised his hand and stopped whatever Orthan was about to say. “That is why I insist you return.” He continued. “We have found where you were taken and have removed you from your prison. What happens now is merely congruent with a related obstacle facing the city. It is now obvious that the Elites have stolen their general from us and we must do everything in our power to hinder more of their endeavors. I understand your heart wishes for battle, but this is a battle that you have no place in. I wish I could say otherwise, but you would not fare well here. You must be taken to safety before the elites arrive.” No one said anything for a few minutes as Dumag finished his speech. The silence held a palpable tension as we waited for Orthan to retort. All eyes were on him as he stood there, shoulders slumped.

Orthan let out a defeated sigh as he looked away, unable to meet Dumag’s concerned gaze. He wiped at his nose as he sniffed loudly, his nose pulling at a bit of mucus as he inhaled. “I do not wish to be a farmer.” He finally replied, still not turning to Dumag. “I know I cannot be a soldier; I do not have the stomach for it, but I cannot stand the idea of toiling in the fields all my life. Today, I have a chance.” He finally turned to Dumag, meeting his gaze with a stern but nervous expression. “I have a chance to prove myself, beyond my father’s expectations, beyond his authority. Today, I wish to show him that I am my own person. I cannot do that if I am to be whisked to safety. I do not wish to follow in your footsteps, but I also do not wish to follow in my father’s. Please. Let me prove my capabilities.”

Dumag let out a low sigh as he stared at his nephew, his milky eye seeming to gaze at his soul as he considered. Dumag finally sighed as he rubbed his head angrily. “You are too young for this.” He muttered, almost to himself. “I may despise my brother, but I cannot bring myself to allow you in harm's way. If we had a means of arming you, perhaps another outcome would be more favorable. As it stands, however, your presence would be exploited by the Elites, if and when conflict broke out.” Orthan seemed about to protest again, but Dumag raised a hand to silence him. “Understand that this is not a remark on your capabilities, but of the heartless nature of our opponent. Even in a weakened state, they may be far more than we are capable of handling. Removing you from the fray is our only guarantee of your safety.”

I let out an exhausted sigh as I stepped forward and gestured towards Orthan. “Except sending him away is the opposite of what this prep work has been about.” Dumag glared at me and I back up, raising my hand defensively. “I’m not thrilled at the idea either, but if he goes back to the city the Elites might spot him and know their camp is compromised.”

Dumag growled again as he glanced towards the exit. “What would you have us do then? Surely you would not send him into a fray without armaments.”

I shook my head as I pointed to the freshly made canopy of rope. “We just need a place for him to sit in case something happens. That’ll be a secondary function to the canopy. He won’t have to go, but he won’t be in any immediate danger up there. It’s not ideal, but it’s the best with what we have.”

Dumag let out a sigh as he glanced up at the canopy, inspecting the weave from afar. “You are certain in your construction?” He asked, turning back to me.

I glanced at the woven mat as I gave the question some thought. All in all, I’d managed to make a good ten foot by twenty-foot space in the darkness in a corner of the room. I’d specifically chosen that place because it allowed us to watch the entrance and central pit of the cavern, out of their line of sight. I’d done my best when it came to weaving the canopy, but I wasn’t sure the best way to go about it with just a length of rope. Even now, I wasn’t sure how long it would hold up once all of us climbed on, but it seemed to hold my weight well enough while I was up there. I finally nodded as I turned back to Dumag. “It’ll work, for now,” I replied. “Once Brokil finishes with the sleeping draught, we can send someone to the Institute and tell them to release the lockdown. Hopefully, they’ll take our word for it and the Elites can head here.”

Dumag let out a sigh as he glanced over to Brokil, who had returned to the roller, carefully inspecting and measuring the resulting beads. “That is the other matter that concerns me.” He sighed. “We have little to no proof that we have truly discovered the fate of our missing prisoner. My nephew could help in that endeavor, but even then Elder Mother Garahk may find the notion distasteful. We need steadfast proof that the general has vanished from our midst; an indication of the Elites being present in this cavern.” Dumag then glanced worriedly at his nephew before turning back and gesturing at him. “What’s more, I am still uneasy about my family being present during this. Even if he is out of reach, the Elites may have a means of scaling the cavern to attack.”

I let out a sigh and nodded as I glanced at him. He gave me a concerned look as I considered our dilemma. “It would be good to get him armed,” I admitted, thumbing the guard of my sword absentmindedly. “However, we don’t have any spare gear and I know the potential weapons we do have require arcane abilities to wield. Not something an average joe can just pick up and use.”

Orthan bowed his head as he nodded seemingly accepting of his fate. After a moment, however, he furrowed his brow as he appeared to consider something. He finally turned to Dumag as he voiced a question. “You would be at ease if I was better armed?” He asked.

Dumag hesitated for a moment as he gave Orthan a confused expression. He then thought for a moment and nodded as he rested a hand on his enchanted bag. “My qualms would indeed be eased.” He replied. “However, as the outsider said, none of our scepters can be wielded by those without the arcane gift.”

Orthan nodded as he turned towards the far wall, scanning it for something. “I may have a remedy for that.” He mused as he walked over, examining the wall. We all watched him, confused, as he ran his hands along the sides of the cavern.

I stepped forward and said “What do you mean rem-” I stopped however as Orthan suddenly gripped a portion of the wall and pulled, lifting away a stone and causing that section of the wall to shimmer. The shimmering swiftly faded to reveal a hole in the cavern wall about the size of a head, hidden by whatever covering Orthan had just removed.

Orthan turned back with a grin as he showed us the baseball-sized rock he had taken from the wall. “The elves may have been prepared, but they were careless in their own abode,” Orthan explained. “I may have been their prisoner, but I have been able to observe them throughout my captivity. They always approached this wall to retrieve some arbitrary item.” He reached into the hole he had just created and began rummaging around. “I saw them most often reaching for this cavity, where they hid the-” Orthan suddenly pulled his arm out, gripping an ornate and twisted dagger, the pommel of which was composed of a clear stone. Orthan hesitated for a moment as he stared at the blade, his face falling as he clasped the implement gingerly in his hand. “the dagger they used on me.” He finished his voice now a hushed whisper.

Dumag quickly strode forward and glared at the weapon in question, lifting it from Ortha’s grasp as he examined it. “Those knife-ears used this on you?” He growled, spinning the dagger in his hand. “And you are willing to return the favor?”

Orthan was silent as he stared at the item, unease hiding a look of contempt as he watched the dagger spin. Seeing it twist in Dumag’s hand reminded me of a drill, except this drill had a much more sinister purpose. Orthan rubbed his arm as he finally nodded. “I cannot count the number of times, though my body probably will, but yes; they used that to draw my blood and I do intend to repay their monstrosity.”

Dumag let out an angry sigh as he suddenly gripped the hilt of the blade, stopping its spinning. He then flipped the blade in his hand and held it by the blade, presenting the hilt to Orthan as he nodded. “If you are so inclined and so long as you are swift of foot, I shall allow you to remain.” Orthan’s face lit up at the thought and reached out for the dagger, but Dumag pulled it away, his face a stern visage. “Granted that you do not seek out a fight and only draw this blade only to protect your own wellbeing. These foes are not to be taken lightly.”

Orthan hesitated for a moment then nodded grimly as Dumag presented the blade once more. Orthan took it gingerly as he let out a nervous sigh. “I will make you proud.” He muttered, almost to himself.

Dumag let out a sigh as he ignored the remark and crossed his arms. “I only wish we could better arm you for this conflict; if at least to protect you that much more.”

At the remark, I looked towards the stone Orthan had pulled from the wall, then at the wall itself, an idea forming in my head. “What if we could?” I wondered aloud, approaching the wall and running my hands over it. This wall was rough and pitted, unlike the walls we had passed previously.

Dumag gave me a curious look as I searched the wall for any indication of what I was looking for. “You expect to produce some manner of protection?” He asked curiously. “Surely you were not so forward-thinking to bring spare armor.”

I shook my head as I slid my hand along a section of the wall. “I won’t but the Elites might.” Dumag's expression rapidly changed to one of confusion as he watched me search the surface of the cave. I let out a frustrated sigh as I found nothing and I gestured at the wall. “Can you detect any traces of magic here? I doubt that the cubby hole there is the only one. I mean, they had to get their orc outfits from somewhere. Maybe they packed some armor as well.”

Dumag’s eyes went wide as he suddenly understood what I was getting at. “You do not think,” He gasped.

I nodded as I gestured at the hole Orthan had revealed. “This isn’t just a temporary camp. This must be an entire base set up, right here in Gashur. They must have dozens of them scattered about. That’s how they can slip by unnoticed. They might not even need any prep work. They just come in, pull out what they need, and do what they need to do. Who knows, that table over there might slide right back in if we push hard enough.”

Dumag growled angrily as he glanced at Brokil. He seemed done with the roller and was now waving his hand over the beads he had created, his palm aglow with gentle flames. Dumag then scoffed as he stepped forward, gesturing briefly. “If that is such, then we must know how well armed they have made this place.” He muttered, running his hands over the wall. Sections of the wall glowed as his hand drew closer. I selected one such place and ran a hand along the edge, looking for what Orthan had grabbed before. I finally found a place in the wall with a strange grip and pulled, removing a baseball size sphere from the wall and causing a nearby section to shimmer and disappear. The disappearing wall revealed another cubbyhole in the wall of the cavern. I cast Illuminate with my free hand and used the light to peer into the hole, revealing a stack of furs within. I turned to examine the sphere more closely and found it was covered in runic symbols and swirls much like the ones that had graced Amelia’s bracelets. I turned to examine the hole more closely and found a divot near the bottom of the lip that looked about the right size for the stone in my hand.

A thought suddenly occurred to me and I turned and held up the rock to Dumag. “Before we pull any more of these out, let’s make sure it won’t be obvious that we were messing with their stuff.”

Dumag nodded as he glared at the mundane stone. “Tread lightly.” He confirmed.

I nodded as I turned back and replaced the stone in the recess. The stone shimmered for a moment, then a warbling wall appeared to rise from below to cover the hole I had just uncovered. After a moment, the warbling stopped, and once more the stone looked to be a flat surface. I nodded as I reached out and took the stone again, revealing the cubby hole once more. “We’re good to plunder their stocks. Odds are, they won’t even know we were here.”

Dumag nodded as he waved a hand over a section of the wall and pulled away a stone, revealing another cubbyhole. “Then let us assess how well prepared they are. We may find an indication of how long this bastion of darkness has stood.” I nodded as Dumag and I got to work finding the various hiding places along the wall. Amelia and Bruga walked over to aid us as we piled the enchanted rock beneath the wall. A great many items were hidden in each alcove; furs and shoes, pouches of teef, elven blades, jars of various substances and arcane ingredients, stacks on stacks of parchment that described notable places and significant people in those places. I felt a twinge of disturbing unease as a page described a small village northwest of Snakhagr, the mayor of said village, and his wife’s daily routines. A note at the bottom of the page read “Vulnerabilities are numerous. Easy point of infiltration to other villages. Mayor can be persuaded to cooperate for forgeries and silence for spousal safety.”

I handed the page over to Dumag with disgust. “They’re unnervingly thorough,” I remarked. “This is stalker levels of creepy right here.”

Dumag nodded as he took and examined the page. “It is valuable intel to be sure,” He replied. “However, now that we know of what they gathered, we will be able to counteract their movements. What’s more, Chief Dubak will wish to know of these matters and address them. If such assessments can be made for one village then it is likely others have similar flaws.” I sighed and nodded as I turned to the stack I had pulled the paper from. It was about as thick as a novel, each page marked with a place, person, description, and significance. The most notable individuals had an ‘X’ written into the corner of their page.

I set the stack beneath its hole with a sigh as I made a mental note to take the pages back to the Institute when we were done. “Let’s just hope their info is outdated. The Elites knowing about the orcs leaves a sick feeling in my stomach.” Dumag nodded as we continued sorting through the various storage spaces hidden in the wall.

Brokil came over shortly after with a bead of his pinched between his fingers. He showed me the finished product as he explained its effects. “The potion is absorbed by the wheat paste and baked to a certain extent. Once it is consumed, the potion will take effect within the hour, dragging the consumer into a restless sleep.”

I nodded as I examined the golden-brown bean Brokil had spent the last hour or so creating. It was no bigger than a pea. “How long will they be asleep for?” I asked. “And can they be woken up once they’re down?”

Brokil let out a sigh as he glanced towards the table, now strewn with the remnants of his work. “If I had more time, I could make a stronger draught. As it stands, however, they would be unconscious for about four hours. It would also take some effort to awaken them, but it would not be impossible. What’s more, they would be delirious once they were disturbed. I do not imagine they could put up much of a fight.”

I nodded as I gave the bead another once over then handed it back to Brokil. “Great work. You mentioned potentially volatile reactions if you got it wrong. This thing won’t do that?”

Brokil nodded as he motioned with his hands as if mixing a bowl. “The bloodform potion used a handful of ingredients that would react poorly with this potion; crimson bark, mercer venom, holly sap. I managed to compensate for the potency using the retort. However, I am mildly uncertain about the results.” I gave Brokil a concerned expression and he elaborated. “Chances are, I am correct in my concoction and the beads function precisely how I described. However, as I am unfamiliar with a few of these ingredients, there may be a chance that there is interference and the result becomes not what we anticipated.”

I let out a sigh as I glanced back at the trove of items found in the cubbyholes. The only other thing we had found was several sets of black dye elven leather armor, likely what they usually wore in their day to day, and a collection of jars that likely served as reserve ingredients. No orcish armor though. As far as I could tell, there were no magical items for rituals or combat, orcish or otherwise. I turned back to Brokil as I gave him a nod. “Your potion will have the intended effect, I’m sure of it,” I said firmly.

Brokil let out another hesitant sigh as he glanced at the table again. “In any regard, I can easily slip these into their potions. I do not imagine them noticing them amidst the soupy concoction they have created.” I nodded and gave him a thumbs-up, prompting him to turn and move back to their stone table, beginning the process of slipping handfuls of beads into each of the flasks.

I turned back to Dumag with a sigh as I rubbed my head. “How prepared do you think we are?” I asked nervously, hoping for assurance.

Dumag glanced at me then up at the canopy as he seemed to consider. He finally nodded as he set the stack of armor beneath the crevice he had pulled them from. “I am uncertain of the tactics you considered before choosing this plan. However, I trust your judgment. You have shown cunning and fortitude amid great adversity. You may be brash and impatient at times.” He glanced at the cage that still sat at the far end of the cavern. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I clenched my fist instinctively, remembering the crackling pain the magic had caused. “However,” He continued, turning back to me. “as I learn of you, I come to understand why you were chosen as a Champion. Your dedication and determination are strangely inspiring. Time after time, we would face defeat only to snatch victory from its maw, spurred by our actions and words to push past the breaking point. Today, as tentative as these words may be, I would consider it an honor to fight by your side.”

A grin spread across my face as I let out a chuckle. “Let’s hope I live up to your expectations then,” I half-laughed. “Hopefully the plan works out and we can capture the Elites without much of a fight.”

Dumag nodded as he glanced at his nephew. He had spent the time staring at the swirled blade in his hand, contemplating. Dumag let out a sigh at the sight as a look of worry replaced his expression of confidence. “I only wish we had found better armaments. Our furs are enchanted to an extent, but I am unnerved at the idea of my nephew walking about unprotected.”

I let out a sigh and nodded as I glanced down at my shirt. The meager cloth was faded slightly and rough from all the times Amelia and I had washed and worn it. It would do squat for protection against a blade and I was kicking myself for not searching for actual armor sooner. I had meant to check up on Shurkul and potentially get a set of armor, but the merchant caravan limited my movement and my classes had taken quite a bit of my time and attention. I gripped the hilt of my sword as I turned back to Dumag, Bulak’s combat lessons running through my mind. “At the very least, the Elites might not get a chance to draw their weapons. With the potion’s effects, they won’t even get the chance to-” I stopped as a thought suddenly occurred to me. I turned to the stack of Adympian leathers the Dumag had just set aside. Another grin spread from ear to ear as I looked back up at Dumag. “Maybe we do have better armaments,” I said cryptically. I had a moment to see Dumag’s confused expression before turning to Amelia as she counted out several Elven blades. “Hey, Amelia,” I said, drawing her attention. I grabbed the first folded piece and lifted it high, showing the blackened leather to her. “How do you feel about wearing black?”

Amelia too gave me a confused look, but a flash of understanding and a wide grin quickly replaced it. “I’ve always preferred a nice teal this time of year, but a black outfit will do just nicely.”

I chuckled as I turned to Orthan, his stony expression still focussed on the blade. I tossed him the leather armor as I gave him a shout. “Put That On. You’ll want the added protection.” Orthan turned to the leather armor with a start as it landed beside him. He then glanced up at me and nodded as he set the ornate dagger down and grabbed the armor to pull it on. I nodded as I stood and grabbed the next piece of armor from the stack. I glanced at Dumag as I began pulling the tight leather on, my shirt clinging tight to the interior as the armor squeezed my torso. “I’ll be sure to fight with pride.” I gasped, loosening a buckle to squeeze my arm through. “The Elites have wronged the tribe and I’ll be sure to repay them. With any luck, we’ll capture all the Elites still in the city.”

Dumag nodded and glanced at Brokil as he walked back over to join us. Brokil nodded affirmatively as he pointed back at the table, which was now clear of his work, and the lid of the crate placed back onto the container. Brokil handed Dumag the retort and bead-roller as he let out a tired sigh. “The preparations are complete. All that remains is to wait and draw the Elites back.”

Dumag nodded as he glanced at me. “How shall we move forward?” He asked. “We must still convince the Chief to release the lockdown. Else the Elites will forever remain in the city, as will the citizens of Gashur.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh, smoothing the leather to fit better across my torso. It wasn’t too restricting to wear, but it wasn’t a very good garment to breathe in either. I was a size too large for the intended wearer. “I think I might have a plan for that,” I said, glancing towards the stone table. I turned to Brokil as I mentally crossed my fingers. “You replaced the message, right? The one that had the potion recipe on it?”

Brokil nodded as he reached into his shawl, pulling out another piece of parchment, this one notably different from the previous. “I created a copy of the script in the event that they destroyed the original. I wish to study this potion to better understand the properties of the ingredients.”

I nodded as I stretched, causing the armor to emit a creaking sound. “Perfect,” I said, stooping to grab one more black-leather armor. I walked over to Amelia and handed it to her before grabbing one of the blades she had been counting. She began pulling the armaments on as I turned and walked back over, holding up the dagger as I explained. The hilt of the blade made it obvious that a smaller more delicate touch had crafted it. “We can give that and this to the Chief and tell him what we found. We’ll explain the situation and hope it’s enough to convince him to release the lockdown. With a few teleports, Salthu should be there within a couple of minutes.”

At the mention of his name, Salthu looked up from his sitting position. He and Gremach had been quietly resting near the entrance to the cavern, acting as lookouts just in case one of the Elites decided to come back early. “You require me?” He asked, standing.

I nodded as I turned and gestured for him to come down. “Actually, yeah. I need to inform you about the plan.” I said. Salthu nodded as he turned and walked down the path towards us. I held my hand out towards Brokil for the parchment. Brokil hesitated for a moment, not quite wanting to relinquish the unique recipe just yet, then rolled it up and handed it to me. I nodded as I turned to Salthu and held up the parchment and dagger. “I need you to take these to Garahk and convince her and the Chief to release the lockdown.”

Salthu hesitated for a moment as he glanced between the two items. “You do not require my help here?” He asked, sounding disappointed.

I shook my head as I pointed towards him with the hilt of the dagger. “I need you for a more important task. All this prep will be for nothing if the lockdown on the city remains. You know the most about the spell that brought us here so you’ll be the best to explain how we found their camp. This message and the dagger will support any claim you make about Elves in Gashur.”

Salthu took the dagger and parchment hesitantly and examined the two items. “You are certain you trust me with this?” He asked. “I am fearful that my words would not hold as much sway.”

I nodded as I walked over to my bag. It was resting with the other satchel against a stalagmite. I opened one of the zippers and pulled out the bag of manastones Garahk had given me. I knew why Salthu was nervous. He always had a bit of a sore spot with his magical abilities and how people treated him for it. After spending so much time with Amelia, however, I learned a bit about how to give proper speeches of encouragement. I walked back over and held the bag out to Salthu as I explained. “It won’t matter how they perceive you. So long as you bring them proof and explain the situation, they’ll have to listen to you. What’s more, this is an opportunity for you to prove them wrong. You could stay here, sure, but if you do they’ll never see you contribute to the quest or the search for the general. At this point, we’ve confirmed that he’s long gone. The best we can do now is try and capture the Elites in the city; which we can only do if they release the lockdown.” I placed a hand on his shoulder, giving him a reassuring grin. “I trust you on this.”

Salthu hesitated for a minute as he looked at the bag of manastones. He let out a deep sigh as he gingerly took the bag and nodded. “The people will wish for an explanation.” He warned. “Is there one that you can provide, one that may sufficiently convince the Elites that they are not known?”

I glanced towards the canopy as I considered for a moment. I had spent so much time building it that I hadn’t given much thought to what to tell the others. I finally shrugged as I turned back to Salthu. “It’s up to you.” I finally replied. “You know them better than I do. You’ll be able to come up with something more believable than I can.”

Salthu nodded as he hefted the bag of manastone again, weighing it gingerly. “Very well,” he sighed, slipping the three items into his satchel. “Tell me when the preparations are complete and I can depart with the message. I only pray that your plan works gracefully.”

I let out another sigh as I looked at the canopy. It was barely visible in the dim light of the orbs. I had no trouble imagining it would be invisible in the darkness. I nodded in agreement as I turned to the stash we had pulled from the wall. “One can only hope,” I muttered. With that, I stepped forward and began replacing all the items we had pulled from the wall.



It took about fifteen minutes to slip everything back into their respective holes and place the enchanted rocks into each recess. We carefully hauled everything up into the canopy and it bowed a bit under our collective weight. I extinguished the last Illuminate orb, just to see how it looked in the cover of the shadow. The corner I had selected was barely visible without the minute source of light. I nodded as I cast Illuminate again and turned to Salthu, giving him a nod. “We’re ready. Go to Garahk first. Tell her it’s important and fill her in. Then go with her to Dubak to convince him to release the lockdown. We’ll be waiting here for the Elites to slink back to their cave.”

Slathu nodded as he fiddled with the string of his bag. “May the gods smile upon you.” He whispered, turning and heading up the path to the crevice in the wall.

I nodded and threw him a wave as I looked up at the canopy. “You as well,” I whispered. I then crouched low and began to cast Teleport. In a minute and with a gentle pop I appeared in the canopy, shifting the weight a bit and causing the woven floor to sway slightly. I sigh and snapped my finger, extinguishing the Illuminate orb once more and plunging the cave into darkness. “Nothing to do now, but wait,” I said quietly. In the darkness, I could see a few of them nod. Amelia and Orthan were now wearing the black leather armor we have found in the cubbyhole. I let out a sigh as I stared ahead blankly, waiting for the tell-tale sound of a returning Elite.



Salthu



I felt my heart pounding in my chest as I made my way back to the beacon. Brokil had told me to hide it away from the Elven beacon we found before, in case their path led them into the cavern at all. I scooped up the obelisk-shaped device and found a quiet corner to depart from. With a swift pop and a stomach-churning moment later, and I was returned to the surface, set on returning to Snakhagr.

The journey back took considerably less time. The manastones provided by Dexter allowed me to cast a few long-range Teleports, despite my drained mana reserves. I drained six of the dozen manastones within the pouch. Placing me squarely before the Institute with one final pop. I glanced about the street as I searched for a sign of the Elites. None came to me and I only saw the hustle and bustle that had materialized due to the lockdown in the first place. I let out a sigh as I turned and strode into the Institute; entering into a place that was somehow more chaotic and on edge than the streets outside. I quickly turned and followed the flow of a crowd towards the Arkanul Portath. I knew the Elder Mother had questioned the students of the Institute, but that did not ease my mind.

I quickly found myself in front of the large oaken doors, my hand gripping my satchel tight. I let out a nervous sigh before pushing open the doors, entering into another discussion between the Elder Mother and the Guild leaders. One of the Guild leaders, the one wearing a fluffy white shawl, was standing and reading from a slip of parchment. “A total of two thousand souls have been questioned and accounted for. At this pace, we expect to have searched the entire city within a few-” He stopped as I pushed the door closed behind me, drawing the attention of everyone at the table.

Elder Mother Garahk gave me a curious look as she lifted her head. “You have returned,” She remarked curiously. “Has the outsider returned with good news?”

I couldn’t help but swallow nervously as I stepped forward, shaking my head. “I am sorry to say this, but that is not the case,” I admitted. The Elder Mother’s face fell as I began to explain. I told her about the spell, the blood, the original intent of our quest. I told her of the disagreement, the scuffle, the departure. I told her about the clearing, the dried spring, Amelia’s journey into the mouth of the cave. On and on I went, telling her of our discovery of the cave, the cage, the barren nature of the camp. All the while, the Guild leaders glanced at the Candor Candles still burning on the table. The flickered between the green hue and the orange tint of its natural state. The magic of the wax was beginning to fade. I pulled out the elven dagger and showed it to everyone present. A gentle gasp sounded as I placed the blade upon the table. “The general is not in the city, that much I am certain of,” I explained. “Orthan claims to have seen him with his own eyes. The Elites departed from their camp not a few hours before we arrived.”

The Elder Mother nodded solemnly as she dropped her head, folding her fingers together as she gazed at me. “Then we have lost our quarry?” She asked. “The Elites have once again bested us?”

I shook my head as I reached into the satchel and pulled out the piece of parchment. “There are Elites still in the city,” I replied, sliding the page toward her. The Elder Mother took it and read the contents carefully as I continued. “However, the outsider has a plan for them. He has laid a trap for their return. His one request is to release them and the city from the lockdown. He shall use all that he can to capture those that return to the camp.”

The Elder Mother looked up from the parchment as he gave me a wary look. “He is certain his plan will succeed?” She asked skeptically.

I let out a nervous sigh and nodded, recalling the success Dexter had with most of his plans. “I am confident he will prevail,” I replied.

The Elder Mother stared at me for a moment as she appeared to consider her choices. She finally let out a low sigh as she exhaustedly began rubbing her head. “Very well. I assume he also gave you instructions for a proper cover story? The Elites would be wary of returning if the lockdown was lifted with no explanation.”

I let out another nervous sigh as I shifted from one foot to another. “He gave me clemency to devise a tale of my own. At first, I was hesitant, but I believe I have a sufficient tale for our intentions.”

The Elder Mother gave me another curious look. “Have you now?” She asked. “What, pray tell, is this tale?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself as I considered the explanation again. “I have read a few tales in my time,” I admitted, a grin spreading across my face. “In a few of those tales, sewer entrances are plentiful and exposed to a great number of ne’er-do-wells. Perhaps a similar entrance could be found beyond the walls, one large enough to fit a person.”

The Elder Mother leaned forward in her chair, intrigued. “Perhaps there is.” She remarked, grinning. I felt myself grinning in turn as we began discussing the official plan.
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Dexter



I let out a quiet sigh as I ever so slightly shifted my legs, breathing a brief sigh of relief as I removed one leg from atop the other. I was sitting in the canopy in the Lotus position. I had learned about it when I took meditation classes. It was supposed to help you relax. Regardless of that, I was still on edge. Salthu had left over an hour ago. I had no clue how the Elites would return, but the message left behind indicated they had their ways. I craned my neck and looked towards the exit of the cavern as I fiddled nervously with the hilt of my sword. The potions hinted that there were at least two dozen Elites still wandering about Snakhagr. The thought of all of them slinking in added to my unease. I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Amelia giving me a reassuring look. “Be patient.” She whispered, barely a gust of wind in this eerily quiet cavern. “They’ll be here soon.”

I let out another quiet sigh as I looked around. The canopy had just enough room for all seven of us to lounge in, but it was not the relaxing type of lounging. Orthan was near the rear of the mat, clutching the ornate ritual dagger to his chest. Dumag and Brokil were near the front, peering over the edge to watch the fire pit at the center. I was resting near the center, sitting beside Amelia and Gremach. Bruga was on the far end and appeared to be praying quietly, an amulet of some kind clutched to her chest. I nodded at Amelia as I gripped the hilt of my sword and tapped my index finger to my lips, indicating silence.

Amelia nodded in response as she let out her own nervous huff. She began gently tapping her clenched fist softly on her chest. She was likely trying to say she was nervous.

I nodded in agreement as I placed my free hand on her shoulder, doing my best to try and comfort her. I couldn’t speak my mind though. We had to be deadly quiet, in case any of the Elites showed up and heard our mutterings. The best I could do was grip her shoulder gently as I gazed out towards the entrance to the cavern. I silently thanked whatever god Bruga was praying to that the stalactites were holding out just fine. The divots I made in the stone were holding the rope fine for now. The durability of the stone was not helping my anxiety, however, and I found myself trying to find ways to occupy my mind while we waited. I flickered between number problems, spatial awareness exercises, and mental sudoku until I finally settled on imagining the actions of any Elites that wandered through.

I could imagine them squeezing through the crack in the wall, looking about, and heading towards the stone table. I tried to imagine myself in their shoes and what my decisions would be first on my list. The first would be to search the cave for a clue on the whereabouts of the others. The box would be the best source of answers. Searching it would reveal the potions and message. A swift swig would solve the appearance problem. The next on the list would be a quick inventory; the box, the potions, the ingredients for the-. I looked over at the cage and silently cursed myself as I realized we had forgotten a loose end. The cage was now empty, save for the discarded shawl beside it. I gritted my teeth in a silent curse as I rose from my sitting position and leaned forward to tap Dumag’s shoulder.

He jumped and turned to glare at me as I urgently pointed at the cage, mouthing the words, “They’ll notice the cage.”

Dumag’s glare turned into a furrowed brow as he turned to where I was pointing. His eyes grew wide as he suddenly realized what I was getting at. He turned back and mouthed a silent question, “Do you believe they will notice?”

I nodded affirmatively as I turned to the crate resting at the far wall. Even in the pitch-black darkness, I remembered where it would be. They had prepared an entire base for their arrival. They would be observant enough to notice a missing prisoner. I pointed to the wall that held the various cubbyholes as I whispered a swift notion. “Those furs could be used as a fake body, but we have to get them into the cage first.”

Dumag nodded as he gripped the edge of the canopy and hopped over, swinging with his free hand for a moment before dropping to the cave floor with a soft pffff. I followed suit as I kept an ear trained towards the cavern entrance. I quickly followed Dumag over to the cave wall as he ran a hand along its surface. He finally gripped the wall and pulled away one of the stones. I turned sharply as I heard a clatter somewhere in the cave, little more than an inkling in the deep blackness. I heard, off in the distance, a muttered “Fext” in an accent that sounded like their tongue had gotten stung by a bee. My heart sank as I realized what the muttering meant. I turned to Dumag to alert him, but he was already rushing to grab a fistful of furs. I quietly but frantically reached in and grabbed what I could before Dumag replaced the stone and hid the cubbyhole once more. My heart pounded in my chest as Dumag and I tip-toed over to the still-standing cage at the far end of the cavern.

I felt my hands shaking nervously as we crouched and began stuffing the furs through the bars in the cage. I swore I could hear a nearby scuffling of feet on stone. I bit my lip and winced as I felt new sparks emanating from the wooden prison. I was panicking, desperate to finish the job before the elite arrived. I shoved the last of the skins through as Dumag gestured wildly, his last skin still clutched tight in his hand. He was biting his lip to silence the verbal part of the spell. We couldn’t let the Elite hear us. I reached to start shaping the furs into a body just as Dumag thrust his hand into the cage. The fur he was clutching barely graced the ones currently piled in a heap before the entire bunch sprung to life and dove towards the center of the cage. The furs tumbled for a moment before snapping into a rudimentary shape of Orthan, collapsed on the floor just as we found him. Before I had time to react, Dumag grabbed my shoulder and pulled me away. I stumbled for a minute and caused a sharp skff to sound as I scraped my shoe on the stone floor. My heart leaped into my chest and I bit my tongue, drawing a faint taste of iron as we quietly scrambled over to the canopy. Dumag cast Hop and easily leaped up into the canopy. I squinted as I tried to see the edge, but the blackness made it difficult. I heard a grunt of strain somewhere over at the entrance of the cavern.

I let out a silent curse as I just cast the spell, threw caution to the wind, and jumped. I was rewarded for my haste with a soft punch to the face, the canopy halting my upward trajectory. The rope creaked slightly as I swung wildly and grabbed hold of the edge, dangling and nursing my swiftly swelling face. Three different hands quickly grabbed me and pulled, tossing me into the canopy before I could draw more attention. My stomach twisted as I scrambled as quietly as I could to gaze at the entrance of the cavern. My eyes were still adjusting to suddenly being punched by a piece of rope, leaving me blinking into the blackness for any hint of movement. There was finally a groan as a hulking figure slid in from the crevice. “Fexting orcs.” It groaned as it brushed itself off. “This outsider had better be worth it.” I felt my heart in my throat as we silently watched the figure walk down the path, stretching stiffly as he did so. “These forms are so cumbersome and slow. It is a wonder they pose such an obstacle to Almar. Ah. Here it is.”

He finally arrived at the table, flicking the lid off with ease. He reached in and pulled out the pair of frames, setting them down before reaching for the message at the bottom of the box. He pulled something from his shawl and caused a light to appear above his fist with a quick click, casting light upon the parchment as he read. I let out a slow breath as we watched the orc shaped figure read. The green skin, pointed ears, and coarse shawl were all indicative of an orc, but the Elite couldn’t fool us now. I glanced towards Orthan and saw him glare daggers at the still figure. I motioned for him to stay calm as I turned back, anxious to see his next action. The figure let out an affirmative grunt as he glanced towards the cage then directed the light in that direction. My blood ran cold as I saw that it was a rudimentary flashlight, crafted from wood and glass and powered by god knows what. The figure sneered as he stared at the cage. “I’ve no idea why we don’t just chuck im now. He’s practically wasted away, ain’t ya?” A moment of silence hung in the air, causing the figure to chuckle coldly. “Of course ya can’t talk. You leaf-skins have always been weak.” I saw Bruga place a firm hand on Dumag’s shoulder as he let out a low growl.

My heart jumped again as the figure turned to identify the unexpected noise. I bit my lip as the figure turned the medieval flashlight, scanning the cave for the noise. Brokil acted quickly and gestured, causing an Illusion spell to radiate from his palm. The Illusion swiftly but silently expanded, filling the space of the canopy and hiding us from the cavern. I bit my lip in a silent scream as the beam of the flashlight was directed upward and passed through us. I couldn’t see anyone, nor the mat below us, as the scattered light attempted to illuminate us. Finally, the figure muttered angrily as he turned back to the stone table. “Sarding tremors. This entire cavern is on the brink of collapse.” I let out a slow breath as Brokil drew his illusion back in and allowed it to dissipate. He was sweating heavily as he quietly gasped for air. I silently cursed as I did some quick math in my head. The total space we were occupying was nine hundred cubic feet or about thirty cubic yards. He had to provide enough mana for all seven of us and the three or more extra mana to hide the canopy itself. Brokil had maintained that spell for at least a minute or two which meant he used double that to keep us hidden from the beam of light. I didn’t know how large his mana pool was but judging from his panting, he had spent a good deal of his stamina pool.

I let out a low sigh as I reminded myself to focus and turned to watch the figure once more. He had grabbed one of the potion bottles and was in the process of downing the entire thing. He gulped loudly as he drank the thick concoction, beads and all. He sighed as he finished the bottle and set the empty glass on the stone table. Already his body was shifting, morphing from the familiar visage of an orc. His skin took on a birch hue, his ears and eyes grew to tremendous proportions as quickly as his stature shrank to a stocky height. The tusks protruding from his jaw shrank and vanished as the figure let out a brief yawn. The furs on his shoulders quickly became too large for the elf that was slowly coming into existence in front of the stone table.

The figure sighed as he examined his hands and flexed his fingers experimentally. “Much better.” He muttered, clenching and unclenching his fists. “None of that cumbersome weight to hold me back.” This time, Dumag held his tongue as we watched the elven Elite saunter over to the wall and remove one of the stones. He pulled out one of the black-dyed leathers as he removed the shawl and tossed it aside. “Eltaor had better press Almar for compensation. The prissy child holds no respect for his duties. His father would not have insulted us with such a prize.” The figure continued to mutter as it pulled the armor on, pulling each strap tight before folding the shawl and returning it to its respective hiding place.

We watched in silence as the elf returned to the center of the room and crouched over the fire pit. “Nothing but ash.” He muttered, scraping up a bit of the dust and letting it fall again. He then turned and approached the table once more, reaching above it and pulling away another stone to reveal another cubbyhole. The figure reached in and extracted several split pieces of timber, tossing them into a pile on the mound of ashes before pulling out an axe and small metal container. We watched as the figure worked meticulously, turning the pile of wood into a soft blaze. When he was done, he tossed the axe and container onto the table with a sigh, sitting down as he watched the fire with a bored expression. Oddly enough, the fire did not appear to produce any smoke. I should have honestly been thankful. We did not need to cough our lungs out while we tried to wait for the rest to arrive at the cavern. I glanced at the others to gauge their thoughts. They all held a nervous, but determined expression, save for Brokil who was still sweating profusely from his spell previously.

I let out a sigh as I turned back to the figure staring at the fire, watching the flames dance as they grew. “Nothing to do now but wait.” I thought silently. I only wished the other Elites would drink their medicine as easily.



More elite slowly trickled in over the next hour; sometimes alone other times in groups of two or three, mostly alone though. As their group grew, they began discussing their experience and findings; new alleyways, old paths, blocked sewer entrances, even a few orcs they interacted with while in the city. Oddly enough, they focussed heavily on the sewer paths, discussing something about an announcement that was sent before the lockdown was lifted. They muttered most of their discussions and the mass of them talking amongst each other made it difficult to discern exact sentences, but a few of their words could still be picked out from the mess. Only one had yet to show signs of our trap, which encouraged me. The first one to walk in moved near a darker part of the cavern and lay on his back, his hands folded behind his head for support as he closed his eyes.

I let out an unnerved sigh as I shifted slightly and glanced at the others. They were all gazing at the crackling fire near the center of the cavern and the Elites that surrounded them. I turned back as I studied their movements and expressions. They all looked like the commander guy that had gone missing; massive quarter-sized eyes with long pointed ears and hair that appeared smoother than naturally possible. To them, they might have been mildly disheveled, but to me, it looked like they had just finished stepping from the shower.

I glanced at the entrance as another orc sized figure squeezed through. He stretched as he let out a loud sigh. “Fext. I cannot wait to shed this form. Next time, let us capture an orc with more combat experience.”

The others stopped their conversation as they turned to the new arrival. “You are overeager.” One of them warned. “This was meant as a scouting mission. Capturing Almar’s canary will not be done in false skins. Nor will eliminating that other outsider.”

My heart hammered away as I watched the new figure gesture dismissively. “So be it. I only wish these scouting missions had more comfortable disguises. These shawls are so coarse.” The figure quickly tossed his fur aside as he strode over to the box of potions, concealed excitement in his step. “I wonder how these missions would go if we captured one of their women. Surely you are curious how the potion would alter our appearance.”

The new figure reached into the box as another figure pointed a dagger angrily at him. “Look here now. I will not be turned into an effeminate man-whore for a scouting mission. If I hear you utter a word of that notion to Eltaor, I will ensure they are the last words you ever speak.”

The new figure raised his hand defensively as he removed a potion from the box. “It was only a thought.” He replied, his excitement still beneath the surface. He began to tug at the cork which was rather flush to the bottle. I could see the glass sliding slightly as he pulled. “In any regard, I could not help but draw an eerie aura from the city on this mission. Their wizards appeared more knowledgeable than they were letting on. It occurs to me that perhaps they knew- FEXT.” The potion bottle the figure was holding on suddenly jumped from his grasp and tumbled through the air, shattering with a loud crash against the hard stone floor. “Fext.” The figure muttered, crouching over the mess he made. “This Komodo oil gets everywhere. That ingrate wizard needs to better tend to his ingredients.”

The figure stood and reached for another bottle, but was jumped back as a dagger suddenly sunk into the side of the box with a loud thunk. “Don’t go taking another one now.” The thrower warned; another dagger raised high as he leaned towards the figure. “You broke a bottle now you got to pay for it. There was enough potion for all of us, but now you've gone and spilled your share." He pointed to the page that was laying beside the box. "Lucky for you, they know you'd sard up and left instructions. Now start brewing. I don't want to hear your swearing as I try to sleep."

The still orcish figure muttered angrily as he turned and snatched the parchment up, reading it in a quiet fury as he stood there. He finally scoffed as he tossed the message aside. "Fine." He growled, turning to the large box instead of the smaller frame. "So long as you bite your tongue on the stench this fext makes." He then reached in and began extracting the brewing apparatus as the figure that threw the dagger nodded quietly.

I glanced at Brokil to gauge his reaction to the development. His expression had changed to one of stern concentration, watching the orcish figure work with the implements he had handled prior. I let out a nervous sigh as I glanced at Orthan then at the cage where his false image lay. Depending on how the figure went about it, he could uncover the facade in an hour or a matter of - "Fext." The figure muttered, slamming a hand on the table with a bang. “Where's that sarding dagger? I’d rather pierce what’s left of that blood bag than deal with this sarding mess. How can that wizard be so fexting incompetent with these?” He tossed the cauldron upward haphazardly and it bounced against the table as it clattered along.

The figure then turned and strode towards the storage wall as the one that threw the dagger looked up again. “The blood may be stale by the time you are finished.” He warned. “You would need to extract more if that were to happen.”

The figure waved dismissively as he grabbed a runic stone and wrenched it loose, letting it clatter to the ground without a care in the world. “Then I shall extract more.” He growled, his voice heavy with frustration. “It’s not as if we shall need him after this.” He reached in and began rummaging around. “We do as always, toss him into the bear cave and let them enjoy their fresh meal.” I glanced at Orthan and Dumg and saw their knuckles turn white as they gripped the canopy beneath. I let out a silent curse as I turned to the others, signaling with a clenching fist to get ready. In the faint light of the distant fire, I saw them tense, ready to strike. I made a mental list of who had the amulets before turning to Orthan. I prodded him quietly, drawing his attention, before pointing at him then at the canopy with a serious expression. Orthan gritted his teeth at the silent order to stay still before reluctantly nodding.

I turned to look back at the Elites in time to see the one near the storage wall growl in frustration. “Did Someone Move the Sarding Dagger?” He shouted. The others remained silent as they let out a tired sigh. They were fatigued, but it wasn’t enough. I glanced at Brokil, hoping for some silent answers, but all I saw was the same concentrated expression as he watched the group around the fire.

I let out another curse as I turned to the Elites again, counting them as the one that threw the dagger let out an exhausted sigh. “Ask Zaos over there.” He growled, gesturing at the elf laying in the shadow. “He was here before any of us.”

The orcish figure grumbled again as he trudged back over and marched up to where Zaos lay. “Did you move the dagger?” He asked, not wasting any time.

The one named Zaos growled angrily as he laid an arm over his eyes. “It’s with the cleaning implements like it always is.” He growled, not moving to acknowledge his teammate. “Do you have any clue how tedious it is to care for that blasted thing?”

The orcish figure growled angrily as he gestured insistently. I crept closer to the edge and tensed, visualizing a trajectory from where I crouched all the way to where the fire lay crackling. Even in their fatigued state, they still outnumbered us two to one. “Well, the blade is not with the implements,” The figure growled, gesturing angrily at the cubbyhole he just searched. “Did you move it or not?”

Zaos sighed angrily as he rolled over and climbed to his feet. I shot a glance at Brokil as I saw his jaw clench before turning back and watching Zaos march over to the wall. “Sarding incompetent little-” Zaos suddenly stumbled. In the dim light, I could see his eyes try to blink the blurriness away. I pulled myself forward and drew my knees close to my chest.

Another figure looked up as he heard Zaos’s feet scrape against the cold stone. “Are you feeling well?” He asked, worry plastered across his face.

Zaos waved the concern away angrily as he straightened, his jaw clenched in frustration at being awoken. “I’m fine.” He spat. He slapped himself with a loud smack that echoed across the cavern. The others were now looking up too, noticing Zaos’s strange display. I glanced at Brokil again and I saw him grip a spellstone tightly. I turned back in time to see Zaos smack himself again, weaker this time. A look of confusion was quickly spreading on his face while the others noticed and stood. Zaos slapped himself again, trying to make an impact, but not so much as a kitten would have noticed the blow. “What is-” He muttered weakly, but his strength was quickly fading.

With one last bap to his face, Zaos collapsed where he stood and the others immediately rushed over, shouting “Get To Your Weapons!” That was all they could say before I brought my foot to the edge of the canopy and pushed. The world appeared to slow as I leaped towards the small fire and cast Frost. I knew this was about to hurt, but nothing else would do what I needed. I clenched my fist as the energy from the spell coalesced into my palm and I thrust it into the fire. In a split second, my fist was enveloped by searing fire and ice; only amplifying the pain as the campfire exploded in a shower of frost and embers. I heard a shout of surprise as the only light in the cavern was scattered and extinguished.

I ignored the pain in my hand as I reached down and grabbed the hilt of my sword. “CAPTURE THEM!” I shouted as I jumped back and drew my blade. My fingers cried in protest as they held the cold metal, blisters likely forming as I spoke. I ignored the pain as I used my undamaged hand to cast Spark, sending a bolt of electricity streaking into the darkness where I last spotted an elite. I heard a roar behind me as the others leaped from the canopy and descended upon the elites. I internally cursed for not having an extra owl pendant for myself. The darkness before me made it difficult to see anything but swirling masses of figures. Suddenly, there was a brief flash as a BOOM sounded at the other end of the room, temporarily illuminating the cavern and giving me a brief glimpse of four figures around me, three elves and the one orcish figure. The flashes and noise continued as all four approached.

I leaped back as I saw one of the elves swing blindly at me, shouting “It’s An Ambush!”

I heard a “NO FEXT!” from another as I swung upwards and caught the second swing. The flashes were disorienting and preventing my eyes from adjusting to either the light or the darkness. The sound of magic could be clearly heard near the other side of the room as I sidestepped another figure taking a swing. My heart was pounding in my chest as I realized I was being backed into a corner and surrounded. The words I had heard not moments ago echoed in my head as the direness of the situation finally dawned on me “eliminating the other outsider.” I parried a blow from another, the lessons Bulak had given me racing through my mind as I tried to visualize a path out of this corner to safety, but to no avail. I suddenly felt a jabbing pain in my ribs as a fifth figure stepped from a larger mass of shadows and drove his dagger into my side. The borrowed armor absorbed most of the impact, but I could still feel a damp spot swiftly growing as the fifth figure yanked back. I coughed painfully as I hastily cast Hop, narrowly avoiding another blade in my side. I sailed through the air again over the battle that was swiftly unfolding in the tight confines of this cave. I landed with a pff next to Bruga as another brief flash illuminated her figure. She was blinking, seemingly disoriented in the haze of sudden light and blackness. She gasped as I landed beside her and quickly gestured for another spell.

I quickly realized this was Bruga, without a necklace and blindly casting. “WAIT!” I shouted, holding up a hand. Bruga ignored my shout and fired her spell, sending a swirling mass whizzing past my head. I heard a muffed oof and a thud as I turned in time to see a figure collapse, ensnared by a tangle of bramble. It struggled to try and climb to its feet, but the bramble was steadfast in its hold. I looked back in time to see yet another figure jump from the flash of darkness and stab. I dodged to the side and cast Spark once more, jabbing a finger into his torso and causing him to groan as he seized up and collapsed. “Subdue Them!” I shouted, pinning the stunned figure’s armed hand to the floor. I quickly cast Shape Stone and pulled the hard ground to engulf his clenched fist, hopefully pinning him once the Spark spell wore off.

I jumped up and looked around at the briefly illuminated fight around me. I counted twenty people in total; five orcs, Amelia, and fourteen elves, four of which were already tangled up or restrained in their own way. The one that had dropped his flask was still in his orcish form and he was currently fighting against Dumag. Dumag was the only one that was able to tower over him and was using his gauntlet to parry the dagger and cast barriers while using his other hand to cast more masses of bramble. The orcish Elite was quick-footed, however, and expertly dodged each spell as it came barrelling towards him. Bruga had dashed away to cast further entangling spells at more elves as they tried to attack Dumag from the side. Gremach and Brokil were working in tandem to back five figures into a corner. Gremach was gesturing with his scepter to keep the group at a distance while Brokil hobbled along and used the spellstone which shot bright sparks with each use. He must be the source of the light and noise. Another spell from the stone confirmed my suspicions and I turned to find Amelia.

A shrill yelp thrust a sick feeling into the pit of my stomach and I turned in time to see Amelia fall to the ground, her back against the wall clutching her arm. A pair of the elites stood over her, one wielding a blood-soaked dagger. My vision turned red as I flashbacked to that moment in the alleyway. My knuckles grew white around the hilt of my blade as I cast Move Earth to launch myself in their direction, uncaring of a soft landing.



Amelia



My heart was racing in my chest as I pressed my hand tightly to my arm. The warm blood soaked through my fingers and caused a sickening feeling to rise from the pit of my stomach. I felt myself trembling in fear as the pair of elites leered down at me, my mind jumping back to the first moments of me stepping onto the godforsaken land. Even with all of my study and practice, it had not changed the outcome and it filled me with dread and despair. I hardly noticed as one of the elites smacked the hands of the other and chastised him. “What Are You Doing? Almar’s Isn’t Going To Want Her Damaged. We’re Supposed to Kill The-” A loud thump sounded from behind me as I felt my back hit the wall, but it wasn’t what made the noise.

A moment later, Dexter landed with a thunderous WHAM on the stone between me and the Elites. I felt my legs give out as I slumped against the stone, cradling my bleeding arm as Dexter’s enraged voice filled the cavern “DON’T YOU FUCKING DARE TOUCH HER!” I swallowed guiltily as I just sat there, trembling, and watched Dexter swing his sword wildly. I had been unable to join the fray as I had hoped. A bleak thought drifted through my mind as I saw the snarling expression on Dexter’s face. “I’m so pathetic.”



Dexter



Whatever pain my body was producing was being ignored by my unending rage. They had hurt Amelia. They had hurt my friend. I shook at the idea of the elites harming her, or any of the others for that matter. The sword loudly sliced through the air as my arm swung wildly. The brief flashes of light did little to impede my orientation as I focused squarely on the pair of elves before me. Bulak’s lessons were now at the back of my mind as I swiped at the two elites and attacked with all my might. They dodged expertly out of my reach as they gave me a wide-eyed and fearful look. I continued to charge forward to attack as my thoughts came streaming from my lips. “ALMAR IS GOING TO HAVE TO BURY YOU IN A SHOEBOX WHEN I’M THROUGH WITH YOU!” I bellowed, slamming the sword into a nearby stalagmite. I yanked the blade free from the stone and swung again, the stab wound in my side little more than a memory as I fought for blood. The pair continued to evade my swipes with a strange grace. I roared furiously as I swung at the one clutching the dagger. He would be a bigger threat. The Elites noticed my attention and began juggling the one dagger they had between the two, each swipe signaling them to pass the dagger to the other. Each missed blow just added to my fury as they played a sick game of keep-away, biding their time for when I would tire.

I roared with anger once more as I cast Waterjet. My shout of “ENOUGH!” filled the cave as the blast of water caught the dagger in midair and sent it spinning away. The Elites barely had time to register the event before I set upon them once more, my heart pounding in my ears as I only thought of blood. My move made no difference to their swift nature, however, and I found myself in a similarly infuriating situation as before. Thankfully this time it was without an opposing blade to worry about. I stabbed at one of them with fervor, aiming for his chest as the fight resumed. He dodged to the side, the blade narrowly slicing at his armor as he ducked out of the way. I bellowed angrily again as I swung at the Elite once more. “I’LL BOIL YOU INTO A STEW ONCE I’M THROUGH MASHING YOU INTO THE DIRT!” Once more, my blade struck a nearby stalagmite and I yanked it free before raising it to strike one more.

“What the Sard?” The sudden exclamation distracted me for a moment and I turned to see yet another orc standing near the entrance to the cave. He was gazing about in befuddlement as the fight collectively halted for just a moment. I had enough time to see that three more had been restrained or incapacitated in the time that I had leaped to defend Amelia. However, two others had managed to break free from their bonds and were pulling at the one elf that I had trapped in the stone. The orc’s eyes grew wide as he realized he had drawn everyone’s attention and reached into his shawl as he bellowed again. “RETREAT!” I had just enough time to see him pull something out and smash it into the floor before smoke swiftly expanded from below him and filled the cave with a cloud of oppressively dark smoke.

“NO!” I bellowed, swinging at where an Elite once stood, but I heard nothing but the clatter of metal on stone. I shouted angrily as I swung again, blinded by the heavy cloud of smoke that now filled the cavern. I could hear the rapid tapping of feet retreating towards the path. I rushed after the sound as I continued to swing, hoping to hit one of them as they ran past, but to no avail. “COME BACK HERE!” I roared, my shouts falling on deaf ears as the tapping gradually subsided and I was left stumbling around, thoroughly disoriented. I turned sharply as a light suddenly appeared and the smoke slowly subsided.

Dumag’s growling voice emanated from beneath the light as he was slowly revealed by the receding mist. “Do not bother.” He muttered. “Our ruse is up. They have escaped. Let us gather what we can and depart.” I growled angrily as I glanced around. The smoke had dissipated enough to see now and I could see our group panting heavily, either from a wound they had sustained or general exhaustion from the fight. Gremach was nursing a cut on his forearm, Brokil stepping forward to heal him as he continued to pant. The elf that I had bound to the stone had escaped, leaving his dagger embedded in the stone that I had molded around it. This left us with only four elites, bound either in a wrapping of vines or softly glowing energy. I glanced at Amelia as I gripped my sword tightly. She was still slumped against the wall, her head bowed as she cradled her arm. Her hair had broken free of her ponytail and was cascading in front of her face, hiding her expression. I felt a surge of rage as I saw the blood trickling from between her fingers.

I rushed over as I hastily cast a basic Heal spell. “You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.” I gasped, my fist still clutching my sword tightly. No sooner had I touched her arm and the glow began to emulate from the cut before Amelia yelped in pain, jumping back and looking up at me. My heart sank as I saw the fear and pain in her eyes; fear and pain that I might have caused. I let out a curse as I drew back, releasing the spell. Only now did I notice my hand trembling as I panted, my rage sustaining the steady heartbeat that was sounding in my ears. Brokil pushed past me as he cast his own healing spell and gingerly touched the stain of blood on Amelia’s arm. Her face finally relaxed as she let out a sigh of relief. I didn’t notice, however, as my thoughts were focussed solely on the currently fleeing Elites.

Dumag was the first to speak as he kicked one of the tied and bound Elites. “We should return to the Institute. Garahk will wish to know of this development. At the very least we were able to.”

“Not Yet.” I growled suddenly, beginning to stride back to Amelia. I stepped past Brokil and grabbed the pendant from around Amelia’s neck and pulled it on. The darkness receded in a familiar shimmer to reveal the entirety of the cave, save for the corner that held the standing cage.

Dumag turned to me in surprise as I began marching back towards the path, breaking into a jog as I felt fire blood course through my veins. “Where are you-” He began to ask, but I ignored the question as my jog turned into a sprint, the idea of them escaping giving me the most sickening taste in my mouth. “WAIT!” came his bellow as I came to the crack in the wall and swiftly began shuffling through it. I burst out into the passageway that we had traveled earlier and I strained my ears to hear the direction the Elites went, though I had a suspicion on which way they turned.

Sure enough, I heard a clatter and a muttered “sard” deeper into the cave, out where we had almost gone before Brokil noticed the crack in the wall. I felt my fingers tighten around my blade as I ran forward, charging after the retreating Elites.



Dumag



My shout of “WAIT!” fell of deaf ears as the outsider slipped back through the entrance to the cave, fire in his voice and wielding his blade with intent. I turned to his companion as I gave her a confused expression. “Where Is He Going!?” I asked, harsher than intended.

She gave me a wide-eyed look as she shook her head timidly, Brokil glancing towards the entrance before returning to his healing. “I don’t know,” she gasped, not moving from her sitting position. “He just grabbed the pendant and left.” My eyes grew wide as she said the word pendant. He was not about to- Surely the outsider was not as mad as that.

I could not take any chances. I jumped up and began barking orders. “Bruga, Ensure The Ensnared Do Not Escape. Orthan, Come Down From There And Help Her Keep Watch. Gremach, Brokil, Follow Me. The Outsider Will Need Our Aid Shortly.” Gremach nodded as he gripped his scepter tightly. Brokil let out a tired sigh as he finished with the wound and stood, trailing behind as I, Gremach, and he rushed back up the path.

The outsider’s companion shouted, “Don’t Let Him Get Hurt.” as we slipped into the crack in the wall. I reached into my enchanted satchel and grabbed one of the wands, this one engraved with a ‘ᚺ’ near the base. I could not afford to use a more destructive focus in this cavern so this one would have to do.
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Dexter



I rushed through the cavern tunnels, sword at the ready, heart hammering in my ears. The pendant around my neck gave the darkness a shimmering appearance as I ran. I barely noticed the creatures scuttling above that gave me just a twinge of fear. I had more important things on my mind; more outrageous quarries to deal with. The tunnel was still barely shoulder width, winding back and forth as the air grew colder and the walls damper. I could feel my lips still pulled into a furious snarl as I glared ahead, searching for the Elites around every corner. “You Can’t Run From Me!” I shouted, turning another corner and seeing just the briefest trace of movement in the distance.

I rushed forward as a voice sounded from behind me; Dumag’s gruff growl making it an easier identifier. “OUTSIDER!” He bellowed, footsteps accompanying the shout. “Get Back Here.” I let out an annoyed mutter as I ignored him and continued running, my foot landing in a standing puddle as I rounded another corner. This time, I saw the full figure of the Elite rushing away around the next bend. They might have been good fighters, but they were bad runners.

I bolted forward as I felt a renewed surge of energy seeing the Elite so close. “You’re Not Getting Away That Easy!” I shouted, my shoes skidding along the stone as I ran. I practically slid sidelong into the stone wall as I rounded the next corner and bolted after the fleeing figure. It was here that the tunnel expanded into a large chamber; stalactites and stalagmites reaching so far as to meet in the middle, forming massive columns of calcified stone. It was also here that the Elite ducked out of sight, disappearing into the mess of pillars. I glared around angrily as I tried to find where they had gone, the pendant allowing me to see there wasn’t an immediate exit nearby. “I Will Find You!” I shouted, brandishing my sword threateningly. I rushed further into the chamber as I scanned my surroundings. The columns ranged in thickness, from as large as my torso to as thin as my forearm. Only a few wayward points had yet to meet in the middle.

I turned sharply as there as a sudden “Sard” muttered further along the cavern path. I gritted my teeth as I broke into another run and rushed after the noise. My footfalls echoed loudly about the cavern as I rounded another turn. I had just the briefest glimpse of movement as I saw a foot disappear into the wall of the cave.

I dashed forward as my voice boomed out again. “GET THE FUCK BACK HERE!” I had to twist as I pushed into another crack in the wall, the space barely big enough for me to shuffle through. This is where the Elites got the lead on me, their stout figures pushing through this narrow passageway with ease. I was tempted to cast a Move Earth spell to make the passage wider, but I had to remind myself that I could collapse the cave if I wasn’t careful. I felt my knee scrape against the rough wall as I pushed through to the other side. The cavern here was almost identical to the last, pillars of calcified rock keeping the ceiling held high. I quickly scanned back and forth as I tried to locate the Elites once more, but no luck. The forest of rock gave them ample opportunity to duck behind and disappear from sight. I wound back and punched one of the pillars, causing it to crack and a brief flash of pain to rocket up my arm. “FIGHT ME, YOU COWARDS!” I bellowed, running further into the cave as scanned for any hint of movement. The path followed a slight incline here, weaving this way and that as it avoided pillars and traveled along this stone cavity. The Elites had probably walked down that path many times already, but I wanted to be sure it was their last. I picked up pace as I heard the hints of muted scrambling up ahead.

I turned the corner and saw what was causing the noise that echoed about the walls. About seven of the elites were quickly climbing up the wall, reaching for a hole that sat about twenty feet up. I quickly cast Fireball as I pointed squarely at the hole. One of the Elites was reaching over the edge, about to grab on the nearest one and pull him up. “OH NO YOU DON’T!” I shouted, releasing the spell with an explosive BANG. I felt a wave of nausea as I drew about two points from my stamina pool and gave the spell an extra kick. The spell blasted into the dark crevice and engulfed the space with a loud BOOM, throwing the Elite from the edge and causing the others to fall as the wall cracked and crumbled from the force of the explosion. Three of them were still near enough to the ground that they could easily roll and jump behind pillars of rock. The rest yelled in surprise as they fell, slamming into the ground as chunks of rock fell away as well. I rushed forward as I lifted my sword, swinging down at one of the prone figures.

A hand reached out as an “Elephon!” was shouted from its owner. The hand, surprising, caught the blade, the leather-clad fingers gripping the edge tightly without allowing it to penetrate the surface. I yanked the sword back and drove it towards the Elite that had grabbed it. Surprisingly, he lifted his hand again, catching the blade on the back of his palm and causing it to skid down the surface of his leather armor not showing any signs that a sharp blade had just run along it. I swung again. He repeated a similar motion with his other hand, deflecting my blade with ease as he backed up, drawing me away from the group.

I bellowed angrily as I began to batter him with a flurry of blows, each one either being dodge or deflected with his damnable gloves. “STAND. STILL. YOU. SLIMY. LITTLE. BASTARD!” I bellowed, each word punctuated with another strike that hit nothing as the Elite backed away further and further.

In the glimmering darkness, I saw the corner of his mouth twitch upward for a brief moment before returning to his stern and focussed expression. He deflected another blow as he finally spoke, his voice filled with determination and focus. “You are out of your league, boy.” He deflected another blow and twisted his torso. I suddenly felt a flash of pain as the Elite punched me in the side, digging into the stab wound that I had completely forgotten about. I let out a pained shout as I reflexively swung and took a step back. The Elite dodged with ease and jumped back, returning to his old stance as he lifted his open palms again.

I snarled as I used my hand to nurse the wound. “Where The Hell Did You Get Those?” I barked, glaring at his gauntlets. “They Weren’t In Any Of The Cubbyholes. Where’d You Hide Those Fucking Things!”

The Elite’s mouth curled into a smile as he lifted his hands higher and widened his stance. “You are truly inexperienced if you assumed we would go without our weapons.” He chuckled. “No soldier worth his salt would journey unarmed. Let alone journey into enemy territory. Surely even a childish outsider would realize that.”

I swung again, my heart hammering in my ears at his taunting. “Don’t Call Me A Child!” I roared, missing him as he sidestepped the blow. I swung again and again but felt my sword being deflected as the Elite shifted his arms one more. It was vexing to no end, having him so easily avoid my strikes. “STOP DOING THAT!” I shouted, lifting my other hand. Another fireball was ready in a moment as I pointed it squarely at the Elite. “DODGE THIS!” He did, in fact, dodge as the ball of flame went sailing over him and struck a nearby pillar. The resulting explosion knocked down three pillars and created a new pile of rubble. The Elite took the opportunity to strike again, plunging a fist into my other side. I let out a yelp as I staggered back, feeling an unnatural pain from the blow. It felt similar to when Amelia and I sparred, only worse. I swung wildly, forcing him to jump back once more. “I’M GOING TO PAY YOU BACK FOR EVERY BLOW YOU LAY ON ME!” I bellowed. The Elite smirked knowingly, taking a few steps back. I took another step forward but suddenly stopped as I felt a sharp pain from behind. I yelled and turned around in time to see a second Elite jump back, a dagger in his clenched fist, dripping blood.

The Elite smirked, spinning the blade once in his palm. “At the very least,” he remarked, “we may complete one of our objectives.” I suddenly felt a sharp pain in my side as the first Elite struck my side once more. I swung my arm again hitting nothing as the Elite dodged my blow once more.

The Elite was scowling now as he lifted his hands in another defensive stance. “Shut your mouth, you fool.” He growled. “Just finish the task. Don’t taunt him.” My heart leapt into my throat as I realized what he was saying. I turned in time to see the other stab at me. I ducked as he tried to drive his blade into my torso. The blow was quickly followed up by another strike from the first Elite.

I felt a shock of pain up my side as I jumped back, placing the two Elites square in my sight. I wouldn’t let them catch me off guard again. “You’re Never Going To Get Out Of This Alive!” I bellowed angrily. “This Cave Will Be Your Crypt!”

The second Elite chuckled as he appeared to glance behind me. “That’s our line.” I had a moment to take in his words before I felt a presence behind me. I ducked in time to feel a dagger scrape along my back and draw a shallow valley of blood. I yelled in anger as I spun and swiped at the figure. The Elite in question lifted his dagger in time to deflect my sword. I heard movement behind me and I twisted in time to dodge another blade from the second Elite. The first Elite made an impact, however, and I felt another jolt of pain up my side. I straightened and quickly cast Teleport, popping into existence away from the group of three Elites. I spun in time to see the second and third elite strike the empty group with a look of confusion.

I quickly cast Fireball again and fired it at the trio, feeling yet another wave of nausea as I put three points of stamina into the ball of flame. The Elites jumped back as the ball slammed into the floor and exploded, felling six more pillars of rock and filling the room with an awful rumbling noise. I panted as I felt my strength being sapped. I ignored the fatigue and charged forward, scanning for the Elites that had leapt from my sight. I only found the crumbling pillars that were quickly turning into more rubble. I cursed and started running back towards the hole, hoping that they had just gone back the way we came. I turned a corner and spotted the part of the wall that once held the opening. The wall was not covered in rubble, not destroying the entrance, but not making it any easier to climb either. I scanned around frantically as I tried to find one of them, lifting my sword in a defensive stance. “COME AND GET ME!” I roared. “SOONER OR LATER YOU’LL HAVE TO COME THIS WAY. IT’S THE ONLY WAY OUT!” I heard another rumble and saw a pillar crack unexpectedly. I ran over and circled the pillar, looking for what might have caused it. I growled as I found nothing. “WHERE ARE YOU!” I bellowed, punching the wall angrily. Another crack formed as I stood. “YOU CAN’T RUN FROM M-” I never got the sentence out as I felt another dagger slice at my face. I barely jumped back in time to only get a dash across my cheek.

I twisted and swiped at the Elite as he dodged my blow. This one was new, his face covered in a black cloth mask. The dagger he wielded had a dark black tint to it. He brandished it again as he backed up. “You are annoying me.” He muttered angrily. “You know nothing of these matters.” At that, we swung the dagger wide. I lifted my sword to block the blow, but too late did I realize he was too far away to make a difference. Despite that, I felt a slash of pain across my torso. I let out a confused grunt before another slash dashed across my arm, unmarred by the armor I was wearing. I leapt back as another slash made its way up my leg and caused it to twitch.

I let out a groan of pain as I cast another teleport and blinked out of existence in time to feel half a strike carve its way across my stomach. I grabbed at my arm as the triple barrage of pain caused me to collapse against a pillar, another crack forming as the rumbling sounded once more. “Cheating punk,” I muttered angrily. “Must be that damn dagger of his.” I looked back as I saw the Elite scan the room angrily. I grinned to myself as I realized my advantage. “Can’t Slice What You Can’t See, Can You!” I shouted. No sooner had the Elite turned to swing when I cast teleport again and appeared behind a different pillar. “Must Be A Shame To Have To Face Me.” Another swing and another teleport later brought me to another pillar, still in sight of the Elite as he looked about angrily. I prepared another spell as I aimed it squarely at the Elite. “Slash This!” The Elite turned in time to see a fireball barreling at him and engulfing him in a wave of flame. I grinned to myself as I saw four more support beams crumble and fall into the fire, kicking up a cloud of dust. I was about to make some clever quip when the flames suddenly shimmered and shrank, causing a sucking sound to fill the cavern.

The fireball was quickly swallowed as another Elite was revealed beside the cloth face one, this one wielding an iron-banded kite shield that glowed brightly. The glowing steadily faded as the Elite let out a sigh of relief. “Ettrian, you fool. You know better than to face arcane wielders on your own.”

The cloth-faced one growled, straightening as he turned in my direction. “Forgive the ferver. I have not dealt with one so determined to discover his death.”

I growled and teleported again as another rumble filled the cavern. “I’m Not The One Facing Death! I’ll Slice You To Bits If It’s The Last Thing I Do. I WON’T LET YOU GET AWAY WITH HURTING AMELIA!” This time, I cast Lightning, causing a flash of energy to fill the cave and barrel towards the Elites. The shield-bearer lifted the kite-shaped barrier and the spell appeared to be drawn to it, causing the center to glow as the bolt was absorbed. I growled as I cast teleport again, appearing behind the two as the pair turned towards the bolt’s origin. I swung hard as I shouted in a fury. “TAKE THIS!” Finally, I hit true, digging my blade into the shoulder of the cloth-faced Elite. The Elite bellowed in pain and swiped with his dagger, drawing another slice of blood across my hand. I flinched at the attack as I cast Teleport again and retreated once more.

I began to pant as I collapsed against another pillar and felt my muscles groan from exertion. I looked down at my hand and saw the dash across it, as well as the blisters that were splattered about. It was bleeding, but not gushing. I heard the frustrated growl as the Elites scanned the cave for my presence. “This Game Is Growing Aggravating.” The cloth face one shouted, nursing the steadily growing stain of red on his arm. “Seak The Secondary Passage Swiftly. We Must Away Before The Others Arrive.” A lone pillar suddenly let out a large crack as it split and crumbled, causing another rumble to fill the cave.

I let out a tired sigh as I looked back towards the Elites. They too had turned to the pillar as it crumbled. The shield-bearer turned to the cloth-faced Elite as he pointed towards one of the cave walls. I slowed my breathing as I strained my ears to hear what he was saying. “The path leads south for a stretch. We should search that wall for another passageway. We shall deal with the outsider another time.”

The masked Elite shook his head as he grabbed the shoulder of the shield-bearer. “We must act as agitators for the aggravator. Allow our companions to commit to the cavern.”

The shield-bearer growled annoyedly as he turned to look about the cave. “Almar Will Have His Canary, Outsider!” He shouted. I felt my anger surge once more as he said it. There it was again. They called her a canary. The shield-bearer continued as I straightened and gripped my sword tight. “If Not Today, Then Another. The City Cannot Protect You! The Orcs Will Fail You!”

I began gesturing to cut his taunt short when a shout sounded from the far corner of the room. “ETTRIAN! ERENDRIEL! COME QUICKLY! WE FOUND AN PASSAGE!”

The pair turned sharply and bolted towards the sound, away from where I was standing. “DON’T ANNOUNCE IT YOU FOOL!” The masked one bellowed. “THE OUTSIDER WILL HEAR YOU! I let out an angry sigh as I turned and quietly rushed after them, not wanting to reveal myself before it was time. The pair rushed through the cave scanning their surroundings warily. A few pillars cracked and fell, causing more rumbling sounds to fill the cave, as we ran. I finally slowed as I noticed the pair running towards an Elite that was turning this way and that, searching for something. The pair nearly ran into him but skidded to a stop just in time. I felt the temperature begin to drop as I watched the trio carefully, sweat pouring down my face as I heard them growl at each other. “Do You Know How Close Our Outsider Could Obscure Himself?”

The new Elite growled as he glanced around before gesturing behind him. “Get the others then,” He whispered. “I despise this darkness. This is not an advantageous scenario for us.” I let out a tired sigh as I felt the grip on my sword slipping. I could feel the warm blood pooling on my shirt and I quickly realized I didn’t have much time left. I straightened as I gritted my teeth determinedly. I needed to collapse that tunnel, preventing them from escaping. The new Elite suddenly pulled out a strange metal object. He examined it and let out a sigh. “The others have yet to leave the city. We should warn them before they stumble into a similar trap. The boar-faced simpletons cannot be allowed a victory.” I growled again as I tried to take a step, but felt my legs start to give. I let out an audible groan as I grabbed the pillar. I could feel the sweat pouring down my face. This wasn’t good. The cuts were starting to pile on and I was feeling weak and nauseous. I looked up in time to see the Elites squinting in my direction.

The masked Elite gestured for the others to move as he lifted his dagger. I could see him say something, but the pounding in my ears drowned out the noise. He swiped his dagger and I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder. I looked to see another gash across my left shoulder, spitting another weak surge of adrenaline into my system. I quickly ducked and scrambled away as I heard the swishing of more dagger swings. I panted as I felt my shirt grow heavy and damp. I felt my eyes glaze over as I felt like passing out. I growled as I gritted my teeth and focused; on the pain, on the Elites, on the moment, on Amelia. My fingers slowly clenched as I thought about Amelia, what she went through, what they did to her. I felt my rage boil over once more as I climbed to my feet and crept around the corner. Two of the Elites had vanished, leaving the masked Elite standing there and brandishing his dagger. “The Darkness Will Not Save You!” He shouted. “It Is Our Element. It Will Ingest You!” He then swung the dagger in a sweeping circle, forcing me to duck as I felt a twinge of fear from the random swipe.

I gritted my teeth and crept past another pillar as I started circling him. The flurry of swings continued to be directed at where I had staggered. He wasn’t able to see me, which was good, but that didn’t put my mind at ease as it should have. The Elite swiped wildly for another few seconds, the blade making a strange humming noise as it sliced through the air. I gritted my teeth as I focused on my anger. My outrage at what they had done to Amelia. The pounding in my ears was growing louder as I waited for the right moment to strike. I could feel the cuts across my body sapping my strength, but I refused to back down now. As the Elite wound back for another swipe, I charged forward, closing the distance between me and him before he had time to react. I bellowed a loud “AAAAAAAA” as I twisted and swung my sword and slashed at his exposed side. The Elite shouted in pain as his armor absorbed the impact, digging into his side and pulling the air from his lungs.

I raised my arm as the black tint dagger came sailing in my direction, grabbing the arm of the Elite and stopping the movement midswing as I pulled my sword back for another blow. I tightened my grip as I swung my sword, again and again, aiming for the exact spot I had struck earlier. I felt my chest tighten as I gritted my teeth and felt my rage surging into another boil. I couldn’t help it as a flood of words came spilling from my mouth. “I. WON’T. LET. YOU. HURT. ANYONE. EVER. AGAIN!” I punctuated each word with another blow as I battered his side with the blade. The Elite struggled to pull away and I felt my fingers slip on his bracers. I tightened my grip as I let out an angry yell, the sound echoing about the cavern as I felt one last surge of energy. I was cut short, however, as a hard lump suddenly slammed into my stomach and sent a jolt of pain through my body. My focus faltered and I felt my fingers slip free from the bracers as I stopped my swinging to clutch at the swiftly growing bruise on my torso. I looked up as I weakly staggered back to see the masked Elite raise his dagger once more.

I saw the rage in his eye as he backed up and paused for just a moment. “Your youth usurps you.” He growled. I raised my hand to futilely block the incoming blow as the Elite quickly swiped downward. A streak of pain traveled from my lower lip, over my chin, and jumped to my palm before stopping as it carved halfway down my forearm. I staggered back as I tried to run, but my legs felt slow and sluggish. I gritted my teeth as the Elite wound back and prepared for another strike. I flinch as the blade sliced at the air once more. However, the streak of pain never came. I panted and gasped as I lowered my hand and looked at the Elite, confused. I only saw the rapid swings of more strikes, the blade quickly slowing as the Elite suddenly realized his blows were doing nothing to me. I gritted my teeth as I felt a surge of anger once more, anger at the insulting weapon before me. It felt dishonorable to have a weapon that was able to slice through armor at a distance. It was doubly enraging to know it was in the hands of the likes of him, a lackey of Almar’s.

I lifted my free hand as I prepared another spell, gripping my sword tightly as I aimed the spell squarely at the Elite. “That’s Right. TRY TO CUT ME NOW!” I let the fireball sail forward as the Elite dove out of the way. The fireball soared past and impacted another pillar demolishing another pair of supports. I fired off more fireballs as the Elite scrambled to his feet and dashed further into the sea of pillars. I gritted my teeth as I fired off spell after spell, felling column after column of stone and causing a slowly growing rumble to fill the cavern. I didn’t notice it, however, and continued to send more torrents of fire in the direction the Elite had run. “COME BACK AND FIGHT, YOU COWARDLY FUCK!” I bellowed, the surges of flame easily drowning out my voice. I felt hyper-focus on the fleeing Elite, not caring as a part of the ceiling broke free and slammed into the ground not thirty feet from me. More flame-filled that part of the cavern, hindered only by more pillars as they crumbled under more explosive blasts of fire. A pillar cracked and toppled, still mostly intact, behind me and kicked up a blast of chipped stone. I bellowed angrily as I felt my rage struggle to maintain itself under the onslaught of exertion. Each spell cost me nothing in terms of mana, but the movements felt draining as the cuts continued to bleed freely.

The rumbling was constant now, the sounds of falling rock equally so as more pillars began to collapse. I noticed none of it, however as I tried my damndest to send the Elite to a fiery grave. Suddenly, I felt a large hand grab my shoulder and yank me back. The fireball fizzled out as my cast was interrupted and I turned to see Dumag quickly dragging me away. I staggered along weakly as my energy finally drained and I realized the state the cave was in. Boulders were rolling freely as they fell from the ceiling and converged towards the path at the center of the cave. Dumag pulled me around one resting stone as he made a beeline towards the crack that had been used as an entrance. Through the chaos, I heard Dumag shout “Enforce The Cavern Near The Wall! We Have Not The Time To Squeeze Through!” I panted as I tried to cast a spell that might accomplish that, but stopped as I noticed Brokil and Gremach rushing to the crack in the wall. The quickly cast spell and suddenly thin columns of rock rose from the floor, impacting the ceiling and preventing it from falling. I turned back as a thunderous rumble suddenly sounded from behind. My eyes grew wide as I saw the entire ceiling collapsing in on itself, folding towards us in an avalanche of rock. I urged my legs to move faster, but I could only stumble along as Dumag practically dragged me towards Gremach and Brokil. I felt a large rush of air as the collapse swiftly grew closer and closer. Stray rocks began falling on my shoulder, urging me to run, but my legs would not move how I needed them to.

Dumag let out a bellowing roar as a boulder clipped his shoulder and he suddenly staggered to the side. I could see him grit his teeth and plant his feet before bursting forward once more, nursing the shoulder as he dragged me along. The rushing air was growing faster, the cracking of rock sounding overhead as the ceiling gave out and began to fall. Dumag practically lifted and threw me forward as the pair of us leapt into the safe area Gremach and Brokil had created. A sneeze of dust burst in right as we fell onto the floor, filling the space for a few moments as the cavern behind us continued to collapse. I heard the sounds of magic as Brokil and Gremach continued casting spells to reinforce our makeshift shelter. Finally, the dust settled and the rumbling stopped as quiet filled the cavern once more. I coughed as I pulled myself up and looked back. Rocks and rubble formed a large wall where we once stood, held back by a series of impromptu beams that jutted out every which way from below. “Did I get them?” I asked hoarsely, turning to the other.

My question was immediately answered with a forceful slap to the face from Dumag. I felt the blood that was pooling on my chin briefly dissipate before being replaced with a fresh coating. “What Were You Thinking?!” Dumag roared angrily. “You Could Have Gotten Yourself Killed. Do You Have No Regard For Your Own Wellbeing?!” I let out a weak groan as I felt the last of my adrenaline fade and I fell back to the floor. I could feel every cut that damned dagger had made and the pool of blood the slices were creating. Dumag growled as I heard the swoosh of an angry gesture. “Heal Him, for his own sake.” He said defeatedly. “I need a moment to myself.”

I felt the firm but tired hands of Brokil grab my shoulder and try to lift me. I pushed off the ground once more as I batted the hand away. “I’m fine.” I croaked. “I can heal myself.” A quick gesture and a muttered incantation brought a warm light to the tips of my fingers. I touched the bottom of my lip as I began healing the freshest steam of blood. A sudden jolt of pain, like hot needles in my face, drew out a hoarse “Aah” as I instinctively pulled away and released the spell. The pain lingered and I let out a groan as I felt like a swath of my chin was being dipped in the embers of a dying fire.

Brokil let out a sigh as he grabbed my shoulder again and rested his own healing spell on my hand, closing the wound with ease and sending a dumb sensation through the region. “Your incantation is still incomplete.” He muttered. “You’re missing three enunciations.”

I let out an annoyed growl as I felt the tip of my chin. A thin scar now ran down through it, but it felt oddly warm, hotter than my normal skin. “I didn’t forget anything,” I muttered angrily. “I practiced that-”

“ENOUGH!” Dumag suddenly shouted, drawing everyone’s attention. He was rubbing the side of his temple angrily as he let out a long slow sigh. “You Have No Right To Backtalk Us After Saving Your Life. You Foolishly Charged In With No Plan And No Thoughts Beyond Your Own Selfish Desires. Did You Not Consider The Danger You Were In? I Thought You Were More Clever Than This! How Could You Act So Brazenly Foolish!”

I felt my face twist into a scowl as Brokil grabbed my shoulder and pushed me back so that I was sitting on my heels. “I knew the risk when we decided to go after these Elites.” I croaked. “They couldn’t be allowed to get away, not after what they did.”

Dumag let out another annoyed groan as he nursed the sides of his temple. “Nothing Could Possibly Be Worth Bolting Towards Your Doom!” He countered angrily. “You Were Outnumbered, Out Matched, Out Classed, And Most Certainly Ill-Prepared For the Reckoning They Brought Upon You. I Mean, Look At Yourself.” He gestured to me as Brokil began working on my other arm. “How Can You Let Yourself Receive So Many Blows? Did You Even Try And Block Their Strikes? Did You Not Consider They Were Capable Of This?”

I scoffed as I tried to climb to my feet, but Brokil held me down. “Since When Did You Care What They Were Capable Of!” I shouted. “You Didn’t Give A Damn About Any Of It When We Set Out This Morning. You Would Have Done The Same!”

“THAT WAS DIFFERENT.”Dumag roared. “THEY HAD MY FAMILY!”

“THEY HURT AMELIA!” I roared in response, my rage momentarily flaring before dying in a tired groan. I panted for a second before continuing, trying my best to ignore the pain. “She’s already been through so much. I can’t stand to think that Almar hurt her again, not after the promise I made to her.” Silence suddenly filled the cave as I felt Brokil press into my shoulder, trying to get me to sit back. I felt the stain on my jeans grow as the wound on my leg opened from the exertion.

Dumag’s scowl faltered for a moment as we glared at each other, the sweat and blood still dripping from my face. He finally let out a tired sigh as his shoulders slumped, looking away as he closed his eyes. “You should have been more cautious.” He finally sighed. I finally relaxed and let Brokil continue his work. He wasn’t even looking as he placed a healing spell on my leg and closed the wound. His and Gremach’s attention were instead focussed on Dumag. Dumag let out another forceful sigh before continuing. “I do not know what this promise was,” he admitted, “but I believe it would have been better to stay with her and comfort her. Instead, we are standing here, a cavern collapsed around us, leaving her, Bruga, and my nephew in worry. Do you not think your sounds of battle would spread to them?” He turned to me, eyes now full of concern. “What if you were slain? How would you keep your vow then?”

A painful knot suddenly appeared in my stomach, my shoulders slumping as the realization quickly dawned on me. I gritted my teeth and silently berated myself, as I looked away, not willing to meet his gaze. “Fucking Damn It. Fucking SHIT!” What was I thinking? What good would it have done me? It’s not all of them anyway. A dozen others were still in the city. Or worse, they would have met them here then I’d really be fucked. God Damn IT!” I let out an annoyed sigh as I clasped the sides of my head, rage boiling over as I felt a modicum of strength returning. “I’m still too weak. I’m not prepared to take on the Elites. None of us are. They were far stronger than I had anticipated. Fucking shit. Why had I not thought of magical artifacts? Of course mages aren’t the only ones that can use them. I should have anticipated the possibility.” I let out another low sigh as I finally looked ahead, hands folding together in front of me in a praying fashion. “Don’t start now. You just have to get better. This’ll be a learning experience. The world is far more dangerous than I anticipated. I’ll need to change my preparation tactics. Focus on the tribes more as well. I need to prepare for another fight. I might not get to choose when the next one comes.”

I let my head fall back as I let out another sigh. The cuts across my body seemed to have stopped bleeding, but they still hurt like hell. I turned to Dumag, the knot in my stomach easing slightly as I unfolded my hands and let them rest. “I’m sorry that I put you through this,” I said defeatedly. “I just couldn’t stand the thought of them getting away. I-I wasn’t thinking straight. I’ll do better in the future.”

Dumag was silent for a moment as he glared half-heartedly at me. I could tell he wanted to be mad, hell I was mad at myself, but he understood the thoughts that were running through my head at the time. He let out a tired sigh as he glanced towards the crack in the wall. From this side, it looked much more obvious. “We should return then,” he growled. “We must inform them of our failure. I’m certain they are worried for our safety.”

I nodded as Brokil helped me to my feet. “Let’s get to it.” I was tempted to stretch, but I didn’t want to tear open any of the wounds on my chest. “Wait, the wounds?” I looked down as I realized I was still wearing the Elite’s leather armor. It appeared undamaged and without a mark, hiding the still painful gashes across my torso. “Huh. I guess they can’t see those.” I let out a low groan as I began to reach for the straps of the armor. “Can you help me take this off?” I asked Brokil. “I need to show you guys something?” Brokil gave me a curious look before stepping closer and helping me remove the armor. The leather interior pressed tightly to my skin and rubbed my shirt into my wounds as Brokil slowly helped pull the armor free. I saw Dumag’s eyes grow wide as I straightened with a groan and he saw my blood-stained shirt. I reached down and pulled off the cotton garment with one careful motion, not wanting to agitate my wounds further. I let out what could amount to a sigh of relief as I felt the damp cave air on my skin. I gestured to the various wounds as I explained. “I wasn’t cut with an ordinary dagger. In fact, I’d say I wasn’t cut at all. Fucker sliced me from like twenty feet away.”

Brokil gazed in amazement, momentarily forgetting his fatigue, as he stepped forward to examine the cut. “Incredible.” He remarked. “I had never thought of such an item. What did it feel like to receive these?”

I winced slightly as Brokil gingerly touched one of the wounds and began to cast a healing spell. “That wasn’t the only thing of interest,” I replied, trying to ignore the pain. “There was a shield; swallowed an entire fireball right in front of me. There was a pair of bracers too. My sword didn’t come close to scratching it. It’s like it was made of metal.”

Dumag let out an annoyed growl as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Most disconcerting.” He remarked. “They are more prepared than anticipated. We are fortunate to have captured those we could.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh, feeling a sense of relief wash over me as the last wound closed. I flexed my fingers experimentally, still feeling drained from the whole ordeal. “In any case, this wasn’t a complete loss. We learned something. It seems each Elite has their own fighting style and accompanying magic weapon. We should be training up to fight that kind of skill.”

Dumag nodded, still giving me a concerned and angry expression. “We must also discuss our trust in each other.” He replied. “We cannot dash off alone to fight battles anymore, not if we are to consider ourselves a guild.”

I let out a tired sigh as I glanced towards the crack in the wall. A new problem suddenly arose in my mind as I considered the events of the last day or two. “You’re right,” I admitted. “I’ll do better next time.”

Dumag let out an assured growl as he nodded and gestured for everyone to follow. “Come. Let us return. We should inform the others. I am also sure Salthu will wish to hear from us before the day is out.” I nodded as I stretched again and pulled on the still blood-stained shirt, grabbing the discarded leather armor before following the others back through the crack in the wall. The shirt felt sticky against my newly healed skin, but more pressing notions were surfacing in my mind, one I would rather discuss in front of everyone. “White Rock prison won’t be able to hold the Elites.” I thought. “Not forever, at least. The Institute may need to keep them under special guard. Either that or come up with a different solution.” I took a deep breath as I turned sideways and began to shuffle through the wall. “Either way, this is definitely not over.”
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Dexter



I felt the fatigue in my body grow as we made our way back to the hideout. Healed or not, the cuts had made an impact on my health. The bitter aftertaste of iron was present on my tongue as we walked through the still intact cavern. I couldn’t help but rub my chin absentmindedly, knowing the scar that now dashed across it would never let me forget this day. I pushed the thought to the back of my mind though as I squeezed my way back into the Elite’s hideout. Bruga, Amelia, and Orthan turned our way as I let out a groan and we trudged down the sloped path of the cavern. Amelia rushed over and practically tackled me as he held me tight. “Don’t ever make me worry like that again.” She muttered into my chest.

I let out a tired sigh as I nodded and patted her head, looking around the room. The Elites that were bound by various means were now bound by thick rope and set against each other in the center of the room, next to where the fire once sat, now a splatter of ash and clay. I let out a determined sigh as I nodded again. “Never again,” I muttered back, pulling away from her and trudging over to the bound Elites. I crouched and balanced on the balls of my feet as I inspected each of the four closely. They were all panting to some degree and one had a trickle of blood running down the side of his head. I glanced curiously at the long knife-like ears that seemed to twitch ever so faintly. Now that I had a decent look at these ‘elves’ I could see the resemblance to local lore. They had long point ears, longer than the orcs, large eyes that presently contained a look of hatred as the four were unwillingly bound to their fate. Their height was the most intriguing. They seemed noticeably taller than the elves I’d fought previously, but still short by my own standards.

I pushed the intrigue to the back of my mind, however, as one of them, the one with blood trickling down the side of his head, spat a wad of blood at my face. It landed with a heavy splat as I turned to glare sharply at him and gave me a taunting grin. “Enjoy it while it lasts, outsider.” He growled. “We know every orcish settlement on this side of the river. There’s nowhere you can keep us that our brothers will not find.”

I gritted my teeth annoyedly as I wiped the drop of blood from my face. He did not know I had already considered that. I let out a sigh as I glared directly at him. “I get why Amelia hates you,” I growled, meeting his cocky gaze. He seemed to falter as he saw the determination on my face. “You had the audacity to take someone from the depths of the tribe and use them for a potion ingredient. I doubted there was a lower place you could take it. Then, you mentioned dumping him in a bear cave and, what was it, leaving them a nice meal?” The Elite’s face fell as he appeared to come to a dire conclusion. I grinned at his obvious discomfort. “Don’t worry, I have other plans for you.” Before he could say anything to that, I stood and turned to Brokil. “Do you think you can manage a few more detect magic spells?” I asked hopefully.

Brokil let out a tired sigh and started to step forward, but Dumag held up his hand and stopped him. “Save your strength.” He ordered. “I can fill that role.” Brokil nodded thankfully as he approached expectantly.

I nodded and gestured at the bound Elites. “The others had magic items of their own. Search these four for theirs.”

Dumag nodded as he crouched and began casting the spell. Bruga stepped forward worriedly as she watched Dumag search the Elites. “Are you certain they have concealed artifacts?” She asked.

I nodded as I rubbed my chin again, thinking back on my charge into that cavern. “One of them mentioned I was a fool for thinking that those cubby holes were their only items on hand. Given that he also had a set of bracers that were annoying as fuck, I’m pretty sure each of them has some form of primary armament, besides the knives they seem to be so fond of. We need to see what kind of weapons they are so that we can anticipate what the others have. Besides, they might be useful to us.”

Just then, Dumag grabbed one of the Elites, causing him to start struggling. The Elite tried to pull away as Dumag worked at his wrist. “Unhand Me, Beast.” The Elite practically roared. “I will not be treated this way. I am a soldier of Alma-”

He was cut short as Dumag quickly elbowed him in the face and finally pulled away. Dumag grinned as he held up a pair of chain-link bracelets. “Finally,” he growled. “This is the enchanted item. Now then.”

He then turned and began searching the other three as the Elite he took the bracelets from continued to protest. “Surely you sibpledons know a drinket when you see oned.” He growled through what was likely a busted nose. “Albar will Hund You do-”

Dumag socked the Elite in the back of the head to silence him. “Quiet. Almar has no power over the Tribes.” He then turned back to rummaging through the other Elites. They put up considerably less resistance to the search. After another minute of searching, Dumag turned back and held out four items. I looked closely as I examined them. The bracelets, now that I could see them closer, had several charms dangling from one, all some kind of ranged weapon or small blade. The other only had one charm, in the shape of a bronze key. Another item was, in and of itself, a medieval iron key. Nothing seemed to be particularly special about it, but if Dumagh had grabbed it something must have been weird about it. The third item was a small coin pouch, about the size of the bracelet and key it sat next to. The pouch sounded like it had coins in it but knowing magic I couldn’t be sure. Again, nothing seemed weird about it, it just looked like a coin pouch. The weirdest thing was probably the last item. It was a black feather, about the length of my hand, that seemed to give off a smokey aura. I had no idea the specifics of its magical enchantment, but it was the strangest of the four items Dumag had grabbed.

I finally nodded approvingly as I mentally counted four items and four captives. “Perfect. Go ahead and pocket those. We’ll figure out what they do later.” Dumag nodded as he reached into his satchel and pulled out one of his own enchanted pouches, slipping the items in in one quick motion before pulling the string tight. Predictably, the pouch looked tiny for the items it had just inhaled. I let out a tired sigh as I nodded and glanced at the Elites, considering our next step carefully.

The one with a broken nose spat a wad of blood into the floor as he glared up at me. “dhis vicdory wild nod lasd.” He warned. “Our brothers will come for us, wherever yo-”

“For sard’s sake, Elas!” Another one of them roared, knocking his own head into Elas’s. “Silence your babbling before they or I silence it for you!”

Elas roared angrily as he swung his head in retaliation. “Silenced yourself, fool. Aldar would nod stand for sudch-”

I let out an annoyed growl as I grabbed his face and began casting. “You should have listened to your friend there.” I spat, light beginning to glow from my fingers. Elas suddenly let out a roar of pain as the healing spell took hold and his nose snapped back into place. The roar turned into a pained groan as I pulled away, the spell complete and his nose repaired, save for the mysterious pain I know he was experiencing. I bent down and grabbed his head, pulling it back as I got as close to his face as I could. “I could have had anyone else do that,” I muttered angrily, “but you had to make me do that. Now shut up while we discuss things.” The Elite let out a pained groan as I straightened and turned to the others. “Anything we want to grab from here?” I asked. “We can’t grab everything. We don’t have enough space and we have to haul these guys anyway. Hell, most of this stuff is borderline useless and the Institute is going to want to clear this out when we get back, but we should think about what’s important and bring that first.”

Dumag nodded as he glanced at the wall with the hidden compartments. In the scuffle, it seemed that a few of the Elites had managed to reach the wall and reveal a handful of the cubbyholes, their stones laying discarded beneath them. Dumag gestured towards the wall as he turned back. “We should take the documents they created. We should inform the Chief of their existence as swiftly as possible.”

I nodded as I glanced towards the wall. “Good idea. Plug up those holes before they have a chance to leak, so to speak.”

Dumag nodded before furrowing his brow as he glanced towards the bound Elites. “What of them?” he asked, gesturing. “Are their threats of confidence to be trusted? Or are they merely deluded?”

I glanced as well as I thought for a moment. I finally nodded as I fiddled with the hilt of my sword, eyeing the pile warily. “I wouldn’t be surprised if their friends tried,” I finally answered. “They did manage to get the general out. I have no idea where they found out he was in there, but that wouldn’t matter to them anyway. If they didn’t know at first, they would do their best to find out where they were taken. Then it would just be a matter of executing a jailbreak.”

A smirk crept across one of the Elite’s faces as Brokil limped forward concernedly. “Will White Rock not be sufficient?” He asked. “Surely extra precautions would be enough. If we do not disclose their location, the others would not be able to find their companions.”

I nodded thoughtfully as I glanced at Dumag, the pouch of pilfered products still in his hand. “That would be the case if they didn’t have precautions against missing members,” I replied. The expression of unease and apprehension on Brokil’s face was enough for me to continue. “When I was fighting the Elites in that other cavern, I saw one of them pull out something. I have no idea what it was, but he looked at it and said there were others still in the city, meaning he knew their general location.” I then pointed at Dumag. “We shouldn’t keep those anywhere nearby. That might be how they keep track of each other.” Dumag’s eyebrow raised as he held his pouch away and eyed it cautiously. I waved dismissively as I continued again. “We won’t have to worry right now but keeping them long term might draw them towards us, which we can use to our advantage.”

Dumag nodded understandingly as he finally pocketed the pouch. “I presume you have a plan for them then?” He asked, motioning with his head towards the pile of Elites. “Or are we about to discuss our option in terms of imprisonment?”

I shook my head as I turned back and continued glaring at the Elites, the one that had broken his nose grimaced as he looked up at me, hate and contempt still in his eyes. “No, I already have a plan,” I admitted. “It’s really out of the way and I’m certain they won’t be able to escape. Hell, of the people here, only Amelia and I know where it is.”

The others were suddenly alight with confusion and apprehension as if a large exotic animal had just gone traipsing by. Gremach was the first to step forward and ask the obvious question. “What is this location you speak of?”

I let out a sigh as I stared at the elites for another moment before turning to him. “It’s time that you all met Mabel.”



Erendriel



The egress we found from this cavern was particularly narrow, forcing each of us to squeeze through with care and precision. I was the last of us to leave, emerging just as Raibyn and Elephon began to escalate their argument. Raibyn shoved Elephon angrily as he gestured to where I was just climbing out. “I Stopped That Scoundrel’s Sword From Slicing You!” He shouted. “Surely That Should Save Me From Your Scorn!”

Elephon shoved back as he pointed angrily at Raibyn. “I’m Not The One That Fled The Fight At The First Sign Of His Arcane Abilities!” He bellowed in response. “Nor Did I Delay Him Rather Than Countering His Blows And Ending His Miserable Existence!”

Raibyn held up one of his enchanted bracers before gesturing angrily at me. “My Armaments Cannot Swallow Incantations Like Erendriel’s!” He countered venomously. “Nor Could I ‘End Him’ As You So Eloquently Put It! Even In That State, He Was Far Too Cautious!”

Raibyn opened his mouth to retort, but Ettrian’s voice sliced through the squabble like a saber through a sow. “Banish Your Babbling!” He bellowed, brandishing his blade without bounds. His blade gave off a weak smoky aura, an indication that one of the charges had been used, leaving two more ready for action. Ettrian’s outburst elicited an expression of unease as he edged closer to the fear struck Elites. His voice vacated his vocal cords in a veritable sigh. “That slave stealing outsider was supposed to be secured in Snakhagr,” he hissed. “Imprisoned in that Institute with no intention of interfering. Yet, you and your useless yammering fail to find the fault in our fort!” The apprehension on everyone’s faces faltered for a moment as they glanced at each other.

I stepped forward as I let out an annoyed sigh, determined to bring some sense to our mess. “Sheath your dagger, Ettrian,” I growled. “Your proclivity of alliteration has gotten worse.” Ettrian gritted his teeth at the order, but still angrily reached a hand out towards Elephon. Elephon hesitated for a moment then reached into a satchel that was slung across his torso and pulled out a silver sheath, the perfect size for Ettrian’s dagger. The air around him seemed to grow dimmer as the cover was removed from the bag as if it had been containing some cursed magic that was only now seeing the light. The sheath itself was an odd one to me, but I was led to believe it sapped any light around it, regardless of its intensity. It gave its holder an appearance of darkness and isolation, but it was also necessary for Ettrian to continue utilizing his enchanted weapon.

Elephon held the sheath out as Ettrian snatched it away. The dagger appeared to let out a humming sound as it was brought towards the cover, the darkness of the two appearing to grow and merge as the blade glided inside. With a sharp click the humming vanished and the darkness subsided for the moment. It would grow once more in approximately six hours, signaling the blade was recharged. Ettrian let out a sigh as he tied the sheathed dagger to his belt. “The outsiders are clever,” he growled, the alliteration in his tone now vanished. “Far more clever than we anticipated. They knew of our presence in the city. Why else would they lay such an ambush.”

I nodded as I gestured towards the narrow hole we had emerged from. “They are also of arcane birth,” I added, the shield on my arm still humming from the spells it had absorbed. “The new one, I can comprehend, but the canary was also manipulating mana for the brief moment we saw her. They have not been idle. The orcs are teaching them their magical arts.”

Ettrian growled as he turned towards the hole, gripping the hilt of his dagger with intent. “Then our approach must change.” He muttered, his attention focussed entirely on our escape. “They are far more dangerous than before. We must warn the others.” Ettrian then turned to Khatar, who was sitting on a nearby stone, hands intertwined in front of his face, eyes unfocussed in deep thought. “How many others remain in the city?” He asked.

Khatar looked up as he was suddenly pulled from his stupor, hesitating for a moment before reaching into a pouch on his belt and pulling out a silver ornate mirror. He examined it carefully for a moment before responding. “Three more have left since I last checked,” He replied. “This leaves nine more still wandering about.” He slipped the mirror back into his pouch as he looked up. “We should move to intercept them and warn them of the ambush. We will need to reconvene, in any regard, and decide our next course of action.”

Ettrian nodded as he glanced around at the others. They were all covered in dust and blood, a few with blackened traces of ash on their armor from the outsider’s wreckless blasts of fire. Ettrian glanced towards a north-western direction, appearing to consider the best path ahead. “I believe that much is obvious,” he replied. “We must return to Adympia and warn Eltaor. We will need to formulate a new method of tracking and capturing the canary and eliminating the other one. I fear that our ordinary tactics will not work on these quarries.”

I nodded as I glanced at my shield again, the heat of the outsider’s spell still fresh in my mind. “Then let us away,” I muttered, gesturing to where Ettrian was facing. “Eltaor is already far ahead, but we may yet reach Nione before they depart for the springs.” I began walking as I gestured for the others to follow. “But first, let us convene at the other egress. We should discuss with the others what has occurred today.” The others nodded as they followed my lead and we began to trudge through the land, being cautious to avoid major roads and pathways, heading towards more familiar grounds.



Dexter



The Elites were small in comparison, but they were dense for their size, making it a bit of a task to carry them to the beacon and emerge from the cave. Dumag, Gremach, and Bruga each had one draped over their shoulders, leaving me and Brokil to carry the last one together, Brokil holding up the torso while I let the Elite’s legs rest on my shoulder. Dumag had shoved a bundle of fur into each of their mouths to prevent them from talking as we trudged through the woods and headed south. Brokil, tired as he was, insisted on carrying the documents and rifling through them, trying to find something worth noting that we might have missed before. Orthan walked beside Bruga, examining the elven dagger he had as we went. Amelia walked along quietly, cradling her arm where she had been cut. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of stabbing guilt at the idea that I had unintentionally hurt her, as good as my intentions were. I silently cursed myself as I mentally ran through the healing spell once more, trying to find where I had gone wrong, but nothing was becoming apparent. My silent musings were interrupted as Dumag cleared his throat, walking beside me and Brokil as we made our way towards the southern forest. Dumag’s face was filled with apprehension and concern as we walked. “You are certain this Dryad will aid us?” He asked, adjusting the bundle he had slung over his shoulder. “We saw the remnants within the Archive. They were not there for pleasantries or festivals. They expired in there and likely caused Vedug to be abandoned.”

I let out a sigh as I nodded and turned to focus on the path ahead. I could see Snakhagr in the distance, off to the left of our current path. We would come close to it, but the plan was to use a long-range teleport to ensure we were not discovered by leftover Elites making their way towards us from the city. I turned back to Dumag as I gave him a tired, but reassuring grin. “She’s different from the others,” I assured him. “As far as I know, she was rejected from their society and has been living on her own ever since.”

Dumag gave me a stern before turning towards the southern forest. “That still does not bode well.” He growled. “What reason would she wish to aid us? Surely she has no need for us.”

I shrugged as I thought back to when I first met Mabel, back before I even knew that Dryads existed. “She seemed fairly bored when I met her,” I replied. “She was fascinated by my existence and even had some knowledge of human history. I don’t know why, but she seems pretty open to just talking with people.”

At that last remark, Amelia stepped beside me and offered her interpretation. “I think she’s just satisfying one of her other needs,” Amelia supplied, still nursing her shoulder. “She might not need any physical resources, but I think, as much as she puts on this air of power, she gets lonely and someone to just talk to may be what she wants, unconsciously at least.”

I bit the inside of my mouth as I guiltily glanced at her shoulder, remembering the yelp of pain that she had made earlier. I pushed the thought to the back of my mind, however, as I nodded in agreement. “That sounds accurate,” I said thoughtfully, turning back to Dumag. He seemed far from convinced. I let out a sigh as I shrugged my shoulders, causing the elf to tilt briefly before returning to a horizontal resting position. “The best I can promise you right now is that we ask,” I admitted. “She might ask for something in return, she might not. If she asks for something reasonable, I’ll try and accommodate the request. If not …. well, we’ll just have to come up with something else then.”

Dumag let out a low hmm as he glanced forward again. We were getting close to the edge of the northern forest, the trees slowing thinning as we made our way south. “I pray it does not come to that,” he muttered quietly.

I nodded as I glanced at Brokil. “Up for another spell?” I asked. “If we want to avoid the open, now might be a good time.

Brokil nodded as he reached into his shawl and grabbed a small pouch of beads. “I have enough for two more.” He muttered, pulling out a handful of small manastones.

I nodded as I signaled everyone to stop and gather around Brokil. With the extra bodies, we had to squeeze in a bit to get everyone in place, but we could manage. I turned to Orthan, wondering what was on his mind. He carried a similar exhausted look to Brokil, the Adympian armor still wrapped tight around his chest. “One more stop,” I said, trying to be encouraging. “Then we’ll take you to Uloth.”

Orthan glanced up as I spoke, but did not change his expression. He appeared to hesitate for a moment before letting out a sigh. “Thank you, for all that you have done,” he sighed gratefully. “I am eager to see Uloth after this day.” I gave him a reassuring grin and a silent nod as I let the moment hang in the air. Orthan nodded in response as he looked down again and placed his hand in the circle. With a minute of gesturing, we disappeared from the northern forest and reappeared a little way into its southern brother, jumping closer to Mabel’s glade.



The warm air and meandering animals were a familiar sight to me, but I could tell it unnerved the others as we entered. Even Amelia hesitated as we dragged the tied and bound Elites out of the treeline. I lifted my free arm and waved it as I shouted towards the tree at the center. “Mabel!” I called, cupping my hand to amplify my voice. “Could You Come Out Here For A Minute? We Need Your Help With Some-” I stopped as I realized we weren’t the only ones in the glade. Clustered at the base of the tree were five orcish mages, each wearing a different colored shawl; black, white, red, green, and yellow. They had turned towards us as I shouted, likely interrupting a hushed conversation they were having.

Suddenly, Mabel revealed herself and stepped out onto the branches of her tree, grinning down as she saw who had called her. “Dexter!” She called back. “It has been too long.” My face lit up as I watched a section of the branch extend and carry Mabel down to where I stood. The branch quickly retracted as Mabel stepped off and took in the group I had brought in. “These are some of your friends?” She asked, gesturing to the others.

I nodded as I motioned for Brokil to set the Elite down. “Guildmates, to be specific,” I replied, wiping a veil of sweat from my forehead. I then pointed at everyone in turn as I introduced them to Mabel and Mabel to them. Dumag, Gremach, and Bruga were visibly apprehensive at the sight of her and only waved in response. I let out a tired sigh as I scratched an itch on my chin. “You’ll have to excuse them. They only just learned that you existed. They’re friendly once you get to know them. These guys,” I gave the Elite I'd be caring a sharp kick “on the other hand, aren’t ever going to be friendly.”

Mabel crouched onto the balls of her feet as he examined the elf, rope wrapped tight around him and gag preventing him from making a peep. Mabel turned to me as she pointed at the prone figure. “And they are?” She asked.

I nodded as I pointed to Bruga, Dumag, and Gremach, each of whom was eyeing still Mabel warily. “The four in gift wrappings are the reason why we’re here,” I replied, turning back to Mabel. “They’re part of a group that helped facilitate an escape back in Snakhagr so we couldn’t just leave them in a random cage in the city. Sooner or later, their friends will find them and break them out.”

Mabel nodded as she stood and walked around to examine the face of the Elite. The Elite glared angrily at Mabel, but couldn’t say anything with the wad in his mouth. “And you wish for me to guard them while you deal with their companions?” She asked, seemingly knowing where this was going.

I nodded as I adjusted my glasses slightly. “Which may take a while,” I admitted. “There are about fifty of them total and these are the only ones we were able to get after setting up an ambush.”

Mabel nodded as she turned and gave me a wide smile. “I would be happy to guard these troublemakers,” she said cheerily. “Do you have a preferred method of containment? Or may I contain them how I desire?”

I gave her a quizzical look as I glanced towards Amelia. She had a similar expression of confusion as she continued to cradle her arm. “That’s it?” I asked, turning back to Mabel. “You’re not going to ask for anything in return?”

Mabel shook her head as grinned down at the Elite. His expression had shifted to one of fear and dread, like a rat trapped in a cage. Mabel flexed her fingers and caused a few stray tendrils to emerge from the ground. “Leaving them here would allow me to see just how potent some of my creations are.” She looked back up at me as she gave me an excited smile. “Unless you prefer some other method of containment for them.”

I let out an apprehensive hmm as I bit the inside of my cheek, trying my best not to betray the unease I felt deep in my stomach. Mabel always had a way of taking things and making them sound unnaturally ominous. However, she was my only option at making sure these four did not escape. I finally sighed as I shrugged and gestured at the bound Elite. “Just make sure they stay alive,” I responded. “We might want to question them later.”

Mabel nodded understandingly as she turned back to the prone elite, grinning wickedly. “Naturally,” She said. In a moment, her fist clenched tight and more roots sprang from the forest floor, wrapping themselves around the Elite as his eyes shot open in surprise. Through the wad in his mouth, came a muffled scream as the tendrils entangled him and pulled him into the ground with a dry sucking sound. The muffled shouts quickly grew quiet as the grass reformed and left no trace of the sudden and violent display. More muffled cries of surprise came from the Elites still resting on the others’ shoulders as they watched their companion disappear into the ground. Mabel gestured to Dumag, Gremach, and Bruga as more tendrils tentatively rose from the ground in preparation. “You may drop them now. They shall be safe in my guard.” Gremach and Dumag glanced in my direction, uncertain whether or not to trust her.

I nodded as I gestured towards the floor. “The Elites will find them otherwise.” I reminded them. The trio hesitated for another moment before dropping the Elites to the ground. The tendrils quickly wrapped themselves around the Elites as the ground opened up once more. The panicked shouts of the three briefly surged then died as the earth closed up once more. I let out a tired sigh again as I turned to Mabel. "Just in case they do find out about this place, I want there to be a password for anyone that wants to see these guys.”

Mabel gave me a condescending look at the proposal. “Certainly, I should be able to recognize the difference between an elf and an orc.” She said, grinning.

I shook my head as I jagged a thumb over my shoulder. “That won’t matter to them. They have potions for that. The only way to be certain is if you keep your guard up and listen for the password.”

Mabel’s eyes narrowed curiously as she briefly glanced at the ground. “They were truly that difficult, eh?” I nodded scratching my chin, remembering the ones that escaped through the cave system. Mabel nodded understandingly as she glanced back at her tree, ensuring the other mages were far enough away. “I suppose that is a good precaution then,” she finally admitted. “At the very least, I hope my gift was able to serve you well.”

I felt a surge of confusion as I gave Mabel a dumbfounded look. “Your gift?” I asked, not having a clue what she was talking about.

Mabel gave me a concerned look and nodded as she gestured to a nearby deer. “The antler that I gave you,” she explained. “I imbued it with a modicum of my power. Have you not been utilizing it?”

I let out a tired yet annoyed sigh. “How the fuck could I have known that antler was important, you stu-” I bit the inside of my cheek as I stopped myself. “You’re tired.” I reminded myself. “Don’t go off just because you’re tired. She made a nice gesture, now thank her for it.” I let out a forceful, but calming sigh as I turned back to Mabel. Her face had shifted, to one of muddled but barely contained fury. I let out another calming breath before continuing. “Sorry. Thank you for the Antler. I didn’t know you had given me something so important.”

The expression on Mabel’s face softened, her eyes conveying a mixture of relief and calm as she crossed her arms. She nodded as she glanced at her tree once more. “Well, I suppose I should have been straightforward with the item. I had not taken into account your lack of magical experience.”

I let out a guilty sigh as I nodded. “Wasn’t exactly caught up with my classes when you gave that thing to me,” I admitted. “Hell, I didn’t even know for certain how enchanted items were made at the time.”

Mabel nodded understandingly as she waved towards the ground. “Pay it no mind. Now then, what word shall be used to ensure I can trust those that request the Elites.”

I paused for a moment, giving the idea some thought as I tried to come up with something that the Elites would never try and guess. A felt a grin creep across my face as a phrase, instead of a word, came to mind. I turned to Mabel as I tapped my thumb to my chest in a pointing fashion. “If they’re to be trusted, they’ll say the cat sent them.”

Mabel smirked amusedly at my answer and let out a short chuckle before responding. “Am I correct in assuming this ‘cat’ is you?” she asked, barely containing a laugh.

I chuckled guiltily as I nodded. “That’s the idea,” I replied, glancing at my watch. It was creeping close to 5 PM. The sun would be on the horizon soon. I turned back to Mabel as I gestured towards the exit of her glade. “In any case, we should get going. We still have one more stop to make. Don’t let anyone see the Elites if they don’t have the password.”

Mabel nodded as she gave me a contented smile. “Travel safely. I look forward to you returning for another sparring match.” With that, the ground beneath her shifted and Mabel suddenly rose on another tendril that lifted her towards the branch she had descended from earlier.

I waved goodbye as the tendril retracted and I turned back to the others. “Easier than I thought,” I remarked. “But now we can focus on the other Elites.” I then pointed at Orthan. He was still looking around in amazement, clutching the dagger tightly to his chest. In the darkness of the cave, I couldn’t get a good look at him, but standing in the glade I could note his features clearly. I could see the resemblance to Garthan. He was definitely his son, save for the demeanor and irritability. His dark hair was cut short and had spatters of dirt scattered about it. His full height barely reached Brokil, but his arms bulged with muscle. The elven armor that he wore looked even tighter than it probably looked on me. A few straps rested, unbuckled, across his arm. I let out a tired sigh as I stretched my fingers and caused the joints to pop quietly. “We can take you to Uloth’s now if you like,” I said, getting his attention. “Or, we could take you into the city to sleep for a bit. It’s been a long day for us and it’s definitely been a long few days for you.”

Orthan glanced down at the dagger in his hand, the dull twisting blade gleaming slightly in the glade’s light. The dagger itself looked like a twisted shard of marble if said shard had a gemstone for a pommel. Orthan stared at the blade for a few moments, rubbing his arm as he thought. He finally looked up as he lowered the dagger to his side, still keeping a tight grip on it. “I-I wish to return home,” he said, a slight tremor in his voice. “I must speak with my father. I wish to convey my thoughts before I lose my nerve again. In any regard, he will want to know that I am alive.”

I gave Orthan a concerned look as I met his gaze. “You sure?” I asked. “You can rest up if you need to.”

Orthan shook his head as he let out a nervous sigh. “I will not have the courage after today,” he replied. “I must do it now when the wounds are fresh.”

I paused as I considered his request then finally shrugged as I glanced back the way we’d come. “If you really want to, sure.” I turned to Dumag. “Are you okay with visiting your brother?”

Dumag glanced towards Orthan. His expression was a mixture of concern and stern, but beyond that, I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Dumag finally nodded as he turned back to me. “It would inevitably occur,” he replied. “One way or another, my brother would want to know of his son’s rescue.”

I nodded as I stretched my neck and turned to Brokil. “Can you make the entire jump from here?” I asked. “We can just walk back once this is all over.”

Brokil nodded tiredly as he reached into his shawl again. “I have enough for one more,” he sighed.

I nodded as I gestured for everyone to come close again. “One more stop, then we’ll head home,” I said encouragingly. They nodded as we clustered into a circle around Brokil. Within a moment, we disappeared from Mabel’s glade with a loud pop.

I let out a tired sigh as we popped into existence at an all too familiar field. The sick feeling following a teleport quickly subsided as I looked around and spotted the sod-covered house in the distance. A thin plume of smoke was rising from a chimney as our group composed itself. I turned to Orthan as I pointed towards the house. “Do you want us to stick around or…”

Orthan was silent for a moment, but Dumag was the one that answered, stepping forward and placing a hand on Orthan’s shoulder. “I shall accompany you,” he said sternly. “I would have a word with my brother, in any case. There is something I have been meaning to discuss with him.”

I looked at Dumag with a curious expression. “Do you want us to go with you? Or…”

Dumag shook his head as he looked up at the hut. “No,” he replied. “I must be the one to do this.”

I hesitated for a moment then nodded as I gestured towards the house. “We’ll wait for you then,” I said, sitting in the dirt once more. Dumag nodded and strode forward as he began leading Orthan towards the house.



Dumag



I was unhappy that these were the circumstances that had befallen me. My brother and I used to be quite close, actually. We were inseparable as children, united in the struggle to survive the upbringing our parents were giving us. Our father was not a harsh man, but he was not one to spare the rod if we made an egregious mistake. I can still remember the day I left the cow pen open, a mistake that cost us a day of work and three healthy cows. For my brother, it was likely the time he inadequately repaired our coop. The coyotes had a feast that night and we were left with but four quails and two chickens, all of which were severely injured. In our time growing up, we learned the mistakes the other would often make and ensured they would not be caught by our father. We grew up relying on each other and knowing that we could face any hardship if we did it together. Most importantly, though, I remember the day he met Shagar.

She was the daughter of a woodsman, often accompanying her father as he delivered timber to the farms about the land. He only ever learned of our farm once our father had enough goods to sell in Snakhagr. The barley was plenty in the city, but the eggs from our farm were rotund and delicious. Our father took great care to prepare the feed every week, creating a mix of barely and herbal seeds that I still do not know to this day. It filled the hens and gave every egg a savory flavor. In any case, the trade was welcome and it meant our father did not have to travel into the forest to chop his own firewood. The first trade was when my brother saw Shagar for the first time. My brother took one look at her and was smitten. I could not blame him. She was a beauty to behold. Her skin was flawless and smooth. Her tusks barely poked out of her mouth before halting in a razor-sharp point. Her youthful face would hold for long after she began to bear children. Her hair at the time was choppy and uneven, cut shorter than intended, but that didn’t matter to Garthan. Evidently, their grooming knives were growing dull and they required a new whetstone. So, my father traded one of ours, along with a dozen eggs, in exchange for a bundle of firewood. Garthan, however, was focussed entirely on Shagar, almost forgetting the weight of the tray he was carrying.



In any case, I knew my brother could not woo her alone. He had always been a timid fellow, prone to panic at small discrepancies and shifts in the norm. I doubted her could manage to take her hand as he was then. So, I aided him, advising him where I could and helping him save up for an engagement gift. She was coy, at first, but eventually came around to his gestures of affection. They were so happy together. Things were so well for a time. … Then our mother died.

I have seen many men broken in my days, but seeing my father break was the hardest. It had come about suddenly and without warning. She had practically fallen in the field where she stood. My father had rushed her to the city, but no manner of magic was able to heal her. My father fell into despair, one he would never be able to climb out of. His care for the animals dwindled. His feed for the chickens grew basic. He became devoid and empty, seemingly unable to do anything else but work and stare at nothing. He took the barley and made crude beer. It tasted terrible, but it was what he drank in the evening.

My brother changed in those years. In one fell swoop, we had lost our mother and our father. We were suddenly in charge of a farm that we had no experience managing. The best we could hope for was a plentiful season, a plentiful season that never came.

I shook my head as I brought myself out of my reminiscing and focussed on the house ahead. It was the house me and my brother grew up in, I was certain of it. However, it had fallen into disrepair since I had last left when I first enlisted in the army. I stopped just shy of the front door. The same door I had passed through all those decades ago. I let out a slow sigh as I hesitated for a moment, lifted a hand to the door, and knocked. Shagar’s voice radiated from behind the door as the sound of shuffling accompanied it. “Just A Moment,” she called. The sound of metal on metal lasted for another second before the door let out a click and was pulled open. “I told you, father, we have enough wood. You don’t need to-” Shagar stopped as she finally saw who was knocking so late in the day. Her expression shifted to one of relief as she wiped her hands on a rag tied to her belt. “Dumag,” she said happily. “What brings you out this-” Shagar’s eyes suddenly grew wide as she glanced to my side. Tears began to well up as her lip quivered. “O-orthan?” she stammered.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Orthan smile and give a tired wave. “Hello,” he sighed. “I apologize for making you worry.”

Shagar ignored Orthan’s apology and simply rushed forward, throwing her arms around him and holding him tight. “You Live!” she exclaimed with relief. “I thought you were lost, but you are alive.”

Orthan could no longer hold back tears as he slowly reached up and embraced his mother. “Not lost,” he replied. “Only gone for a while.”

Shagar turned to me, still clutching Orthan as she whispered “Thank you.” I felt my heart swell as I saw the relief on Shagar’s face. I wanted to apologize to her, for abandoning the farm, for leaving her and Garthan to tend to the fields on their own. I was so tempted to allow my emotions to flow, just for this moment.

Suddenly, I heard my brother’s voice boom from behind the door. “Shagar!” He bellowed. “The Stew Is Boiling Over! Where Are-” The door was suddenly yanked open again and out stepped the familiar face of my brother. His face was flush and covered in sweat, likely from preparing the field for the upcoming season. The bandage on his arm was frayed and caked in dirt. His eyes widened for a moment then narrowed as he glared at me. “What are you doing here?” he growled. “I thought I told you, I do not wish for your-” My brother’s chastising stopped as he spotted Orthan, still clutched in Shagar’s arms.

My brother’s face grew slack as Orthan gave him a relieved smile. “Hello, father,” Orthan sighed. “The road was fixed, as you asked.”

My brother stood there, frozen in disbelief. He hesitated for a moment before stepping forward and embracing his wife and son. His expression was still cold and hard, but he held the pair with all his might. Even then, I could swear I saw tears of relief speckling the corners of his eyes. “I am so glad you are okay.” He said in barely a whisper. “I am so sorry, for everything I said to you.”

Orthan let out a relieved sigh as he felt the embrace of both parents, a welcome sensation after the events that had befallen him. “I am sorry for putting you through this. … And for what I am about to say.”

Garthan was silent for a moment, then relaxed his grip as he turned to Orthan. “Son, there is nothing you can say that will make me upset with you.”

Orthan bit his tongue and bowed his head guiltily. He hesitated for another moment before finally speaking. “Father, I cannot stay on the farm anymore.” Garthan’s face fell again as he heard the words leave his son’s lips. Orthan continued quickly before his father could protest. “Can we go inside? I have been meaning to speak to you for some time now.”

I stepped forward and placed a hand on my brother’s shoulder. He looked up to me, confused and bewildered. “There is something I must discuss with you as well, brother,” I said. “Something we should have discussed long ago.”

My brother gritted his teeth, a pained and fearful expression on his face. He finally let out a sigh as he released the embrace and turned to his house, his face hardening once more. “If that is what to occur, so be it,” he growled. He then stepped forward and marched into his home, leaving Shagar still embracing her newly returned son.

I turned to the pair as I gestured for them to follow. “Come. This will take time to explain.”

Orthan nodded sternly before turning his mother. “I shall stay for as long as I can,” he promised, “but I do not wish to stay forever.”

Shagar nodded as she pursed her lip, fighting back a smile. “I should have guessed this day would come,” she sighed. “You are so much like your grandfather. He would have been proud to see you today.”

Orthan could not help but grin at the praise. “I hope to make all of you proud,” he replied. “But first I must find my own path.”

Shagar nodded solemnly as she glanced at the house. “Your father will come around, in time,” she said, mostly to herself, finally releasing Orthan from her embrace.

Orthan nodded as he let out another sigh and stepped forward, following me towards the house. “I can only hope,” he sighed. With that, he stepped forward and returned hop, leaving the door open for me and Shagar to follow.

I turned to Shagar as I gave her an apologetic expression. “I should have returned sooner,” I repeated.

Shagar gestured dismissively as she gave me a grin and walked past. “Think nothing of it,” she replied. “It was better that you returned late rather than not at all.” Then, she too entered the home, leaving the door open for me to enter. I let out a low sigh as I looked at the door once more and finally stepped forward.

The homestead was just as I remember it, a low ceiling, small kitchen, cramped space. Very little had changed since I had left, save for more repairs and a change in food stores. I brushed pasted a bundle of hanging herbs as I turned to my brother. He was presently sitting at the head of the table, fingers intertwined in front of him. Orthan sat opposite him, nervously fiddling with the ornate dagger he had brought in. He still wore the elven armor from the cavern. I believed it to be a method of comfort. After all, he had insisted on remaining for the ambush. Shagar was now in the kitchen tending to several pots that were sitting on the woodstove. I pulled out the chair nearest Orthan and sat down as I turned to my brother. “Foremost, I must apologize for disregarding your desires. I could not allow our blood to be harmed, even if it went against the wishes of my dearest relative.”

Garthan gritted his teeth as he untangled his fingers and allowed his hands to rest on the table. “I should have known you would ignore my request. You were always so stubborn.” Shagar suddenly shot him a glaring look from the soup she was stirring, causing Garthan to flinch and let out a begrudging sigh. “However, I suppose I must thank you for your interference.” He gestured towards Orthan. “Without you, I would no longer have my son.” He then crossed his arms as he sat back in his seat. “However, am I correct in assuming you now wish to take him away from me? To join that army as you did?”

I let out an annoyed growl but held my tongue as dismissed the idea with a wave. “My intentions are not as such,” I replied. “Your son has harbored his desires on his own accord. I have not counseled him for or against the army, but I know he would not fare well in their ranks.”

Orthan nodded timidly as he rested the dagger on the table. “I know my limitations,” he added, “and I know why my passion lies. It is not with this farm and it is not with the army.”

My brother’s expression shifted to one of hesitation, his arms still folded in front of him. “Then where-” A look of understanding suddenly came over him.

Orthan nodded as he reached to a nearby table and grabbed a glass jar of pickles. He held it up as he finished his father’s thought. “I know I have been bothersome with my carvings, but it is the only method I have of practice.” Orthan suddenly stabbed the jar with the ornate dagger, sinking into it instead of shattering it as I expected. It was only then that I realized that the jar was no jar at all. Instead, it was a block of wood painted to look like a glass jar of pickles. He set the piece down as he gestured at the detail. “I have been honing this skill for as long as I can recall. I know it is no use on the farm. So, I wish to find an apprenticeship and learn all I can of woodworking.” Orthan let out another nervous sigh as he fiddled with his creation anxiously. “I understand if you have a disdain for my desires, but I know that I cannot be content remaining-”

“Do you have a teacher in mind?” Garthan asked suddenly, his arms no longer folded in front of him. “Or are you waiting for the next training season?”

Orthan hesitated at the sudden questions, taken aback by his father’s interest. “I-I was going to wait for the next training season,” he replied. “Another eight months would have allowed me to create a proper piece to present at the market. As it stands,” he gestured about. “I only have replicas of mundane items.”

Garthan nodded as he looked about, likely trying to spot the items that were not as they seemed. He turned to Orthan as he gave him a saddened but approving nod. “If you do depart, I ask that you take said items with you. I would rather not find out an item that I require has been replaced with a wooden replica.”

Orthan hesitated again, likely surprised by his father’s lack of disapproval. “O-of course.” He practically gasped. “I would not dare leave you with such a burden.”

Garthan nodded as he turned to me, seemingly finished with his son for the moment. “Well then,” he growled. “What does my brother wish to discuss with me?” he asked, cutting swiftly to the matter at hand. “What, pray tell, kept you away from this house all these years?”

I let out a tired sigh as I closed my eyes and recalled the last couple of days. I had mixed emotions seeing my brother after so long, but I suppose these circumstances had been a sign, an indication of the proper path ahead. I let out another sigh as I turned to look at my brother once more. I had spent my life learning my brother’s demeanor, but the one that sat before me was different yet eerily familiar. He held the appearance of my brother, but he reminded me greatly of my father. I sighed as I gestured towards him, feeling a growing sense of sorrow as I spoke. “I wish to discuss this act you have been putting on,” I growled. “When mother died, father lost himself in grief. He became cold and empty, a shadow of his former self. Even then, his presence has lingered in this home since his passing. You have allowed him to remain, long after he left for the fields of Mulvanoc.”

Garthan slammed his fist into the table as he pointed at me. “I did what was required of me,” he hissed. “After you left, I was the only one that could tend to the fields. How else was I meant to take up those responsibilities?”

I jabbed a finger squarely at Garthan as I felt a surge of disgust. “Not become our father,” I spat in response. “Our father was a great man, but you are not him.” Garthan gritted his teeth and stood up from his seat, but I continued before he could interrupt. “I know the pain you are feeling. I Have Felt That Pain Since That Very Day, But I Cannot Allow You To Dwell On Our Past. I Cannot Bear To See My Own Brother Turn Into The Man We Both Vowed To Never Become!”

Garthan let out another annoyed growl as he stood there, mid-gesture, pointing towards the ceiling. He finally lowered his hand as he gritted his teeth angrily. “Then what was I to do?” he hissed. “Father was the only one that could make this meager plot of land fruitful. What else could have made it so?” I hesitated for a moment, surprised by the question. I was more surprised, however, by the damp streaks that were beginning to pool at the corners of his eyes. My brother’s hand slowly clenched into fists as he stood there, pressing knuckle first into the table. He let out a slow sigh through gritted teeth. “I just wish we could go back,” he finally admitted. “Back to before all this madness. Back to when the future was bright and just.” He looked up at me, tears beginning to trickle down his cheeks. “Before our own mother died in the fields.” His last statement was barely a whisper, but it stabbed the very pit of my stomach.

I gritted my teeth as a surge of emotions washed over me, anger grief, sorrow, pain. Every thought I ever had at the ill fortune that had befallen us. I hated that it happened. I hated this place for making it happen. I hated the very fields for being the place that it happened. Only now could I put it into words. That was why I could never stay. I was envious of the fields, envious of this farm, for taking my mother away. I bowed my head as I felt my own eyes well up with tears. “The world is not fair,” I sighed. It was a mantra I had told myself every day for the last seventy years. A mantra that haunted me like a ghoul in a crypt. I had joined the army to change that mantra, to bring what I felt was a balance to the world. It hounded me at Zadreg, where I saw elves slaughter women and children out of sheer glee. I thought I could change it when I learned of my arcane abilities and began learning at the Institute. Yet even there, far away from the farm, the mantra haunted me. The first outsider had brought ruin to Snakhagr, robbing it of their beloved Chieftess and bringing a stark reminder that, despite all my efforts, the world was still not fair.

I looked up at my brother as I swallowed my sorrow, determined to make amends for my departure. “The past cannot be undone,” I said to him. “Nor can we change the fate the has befallen us. However, that does not mean we should be cold and cruel to one another.” I finally stood from my seat, causing it to scrape along the ground as I marched solemnly towards my brother. He looked up as I approached, a hesitant expression forming on his face. “I cannot undo my own decisions,” I admitted. “But that does not mean I cannot apologize for leaving you in such a state.” I clenched my right hand into a fist and slammed it into my chest, just above my heart. “And I can vow to make things right, for you and your kin.”

My brother hesitated for a moment before nodding and straightening. He mimicked my movement and slammed a fist into his chest, tears still slowly trickling over his cheeks. “As I can with yours.” He said, jaw clenched against further tears. I felt a wave wash over me as if a weight from my shoulders had finally fallen. I stepped forward and pulled my brother into a tight hug, feeling the sense of relief swell as he returned the embrace. “Thank you,” he finally said, head still buried in my shoulder. He had always been the shorter of us and even now his full height barely came up to my nose. “I would not have my son back if it were not for you.”

I let out a soft chuckle as I patted his back. “That is what family does,” I replied. “They look out for one another.” I glanced towards Shagar as I notice her turned towards us, a wide smile on her face. I returned the warm expression as my brother and I finally broke the embrace. I turned back to him as I placed both hands on each shoulder. “If you require any assistance, merely ask. I am certain my guild and I would be more than happy to assist you in any task you require.

My brother grinned and chuckled at the offer. “I would be more than happy to have my brother return to the farm once more.” He replied. “But I know you have your own path, as I have mine.” He placed his own hand on top of mine, not pulling it away, but rather feeling a sense of comfort from the contact. “If you never find the need to return here again, I will understand.”

I laughed at the absurdity of the sentence, still in disbelief that this is where the day had ended. “You are here, that is all the need I require,” I countered. With that, I released his shoulders and turned to Shagar. “Thank you for your hospitality. I hope to see you again soon.” Shagar grinned at the remark but did not say anything in response. I then turned to Orthan who appeared to still be in disbelief that his father had been so understanding. “If you wish, I can escort you to Uloth’s. I am certain she would wish to know of your good health.”

Orthan looked up in surprise, pulled from his disbelieving stupor. He quickly nodded as he stood and rushed towards the door at the back of the room. “Let me grab something first,” he said.

I nodded as he left the room and I turned to Garthan who had watched his son dash towards the door with a saddened but proud expression. I felt myself grin again as I saw my brother returned to the house once more. “Your kin will do you proud,” I said, turning back towards the door. “As he will our father from the fields of Mulvanoc.”

My brother nodded as a grin crept across his face. “I know he will,” he sighed. “and I look forward to seeing him rise higher for it.” I nodded as we stood there silently, waiting for Orthan to return from his room. One final thought drifted through my head as the door opened again and Orthan returned carrying a bundle of cloth. “Today has been a good day.”
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Dexter



I sat in the same position, on the same field, wearing basically the same outfit, and staring at the same house I had seen yesterday. Only this time, I was surrounded by my guildmates and nursing a growing fatigue. The fight this morning had really taken it out of me and I was quickly losing what little adrenaline I had left to stay alert. I crossed my arms as I let out a sigh. “I can’t wait to get back to the barn,” I muttered. “That hammock is going to feel like heaven after today.”

Amelia nodded as she knelt beside me, still cradling her arm as he stared at the house. “As uncomfortable as the hay bag is, I can’t wait to get some sleep.”

I chuckled as I stretched my back absentmindedly. “We should try and make something a bit softer,” I remarked. “My clothes will wear out eventually and we’ll want something softer than the fur shawls.”

Amelia nodded as she gave a thoughtful grin. “Mabel might be able to help with that,” she replied. “We just need to learn how to make cotton fabrics from raw cotton.”

I nodded as I let out another sigh. Cloth production was just another in a long list of things to make. It was honestly daunting to think about. I had already spent about three months here and only managed to get steel production up and running. The quartz production was another thing accomplished, but it was going to take longer to bear real fruit, on account of its magical nature. Manastones took time to enchant to their fullest and the Institute was still working on the spellstones. The spellstones honestly should have been our next priority, but now that we had Elites to deal with, I wanted to train up for next time. Not to mention the artifacts we had nabbed from the four at Mabel’s glade. I had a plan for them, but I still needed to set it up and make sure every contingency was accounted for. Thinking about all the potential work while dealing with this fatigue was giving me a headache. I let out a sigh as I rubbed my temple tiredly. “The list just keeps getting longer and longer,” I groaned.

Amelia turned to me as she noticed my tone. “You feeling alright?” she asked.

I nodded instinctively as I lowered my hand and let out a slow breath. “I’m fine,” I replied. “I’m just tired. Today was a long day.”

Amelia nodded as she turned back to the house. “It feels like we left the Institute forever ago. That’s not even considering the fight we had with that other guild group.”

I let out a groan as I remembered the group, the ones that had taken the other route. “What do you think they found when we split up?” I asked. “It must have been potent if they could sniff it out through the forest.”

Gremach suddenly piped up as he sat beside me. “It may have been some form of oil,” he remarked.

Brokil took a seat as well as his eyelids drooped tiredly. “I recall one of them mentioning primrose oil and adympian leather,” he added. “That may be all they found.”

I nodded as I rubbed my eyes tiredly “In any case, we should expect some kind of retaliation from the Elites. We’ve taken four of them, after potentially years or maybe decades of missions without a hiccup. This will be their first mistake, possible ever, and they’ll want revenge for it.”

Bruga let out a nervous groan as she watched the house carefully, fiddling with something around her neck as she did so. “They are going to be troublesome, aren’t they,” she said worriedly.

I nodded reluctantly as I drummed my fingers along my arm. “We’ll have to prepare, all of us.” I glanced at Brokil, who was practically falling asleep where he sat, then at Gremach, who was rubbing a spot where an Elite had gotten a lucky shot. I rubbed my own chin as I recalled the cut that had dashed across it. “Brokil,” Brokil sat up slightly as he turned to me, but did not open his eyes. “Did you finish your work with that spell Amelia suggested?”

Brokil nodded as he waved behind us. “I have the theory complete. I merely need to transcribe an official spell that implements the theory. It will take a bit more time, but it should be possible.”

I nodded and was about to say something when a voice sounded from behind us. “Outsiders?” I turned as I recognized the voice and saw Uloth standing thirty feet back, gazing at us in amazement.

I waved to her as I let out a groan and stood. “Hey, glad you’re here. We were actually planning to find you after stopping here.”

Uloth hesitated as I walked over, her expression one of amazement. “You bring news of Orthan?” She asked, a hint of excitement in her voice.

I grinned and nodded as I pointed to the house behind me. “We just stopped here because Dumag and Orthan wanted a word with Garthan. They should be out any-”

I barely got the thought out before Uloth gasped, tearing starting to fill her eyes. “Orthan is safe?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “How is he? Was he hurt?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but was interrupted again by a groan of rusty hinges from the house behind me. I turned to see Dumag and Orthan exiting the house, Orthan carrying a bundle of cloth and Dumag gently patting his shoulder. They looked up as they noticed Uloth beside me. Orthan’s face immediately brightened as he rushed over, still cradling the bundle of cloth. “Uloth!” he shouted gleefully. He ran past and threw an arm around her, pressing her head into his shoulder. “I am so happy to see you again.” I couldn’t help but grin as I watched the two embrace. I felt a twinge of satisfaction as I realized the pain that had just been alleviated in that moment.

Uloth hesitated for a moment, her hands trembling, then wrapped her arms around Orthan, holding him tight as tears ran down her cheeks. “I thought you had been slain,” she gasped. “I was so worried for you.”

Orthan could only grin and laugh as he held his girlfriend tight. “I nearly was,” he admitted, “but these outsiders came to my rescue just in time.” Othan then pulled away from Uloth as he began unwrapping his bundle of cloth. “I made you something,” he said, his hand shaking slightly. “I wanted to wait for a better time, but …” Orthan suddenly pulled a beautiful rose from the mass of cloth, causing Uloth the gasp in surprise. He held out the delicate flower as he gave her a grin. “After today, I’m worried that another chance may not arise.”

Uloth took the plant in amazement, cradling the petals gently as she admired them through tear-filled eyes. “It’s beautiful,” she gasped. “Where did you get it?”

Orthan grinned as he scrunched up the bundle of cloth. “I made it,” he repeated, fingers tapping nervously against one another. “It is to show my love for you. I will be yours until the last petal falls.”

Uloth smiled sweetly as she grabbed one of the petals and tugged experimentally. Surprisingly, the petal didn’t come free and only then did I realize that the flower in question was unnaturally stiff. The rose was no rose at all. It was a strip of wood made to look like a rose, painted a vibrant hue of red and green that shone in the setting sun. Uloth chuckled amusedly as she looked up at Orthan again. “Then I shall be yours forever,” she said happily.

I couldn’t help but grin as I saw the two hug once more. Our group stood in silence for a moment, not daring to interrupt the tender embrace, save for sudden and loud ZZZZZ that came from Brokil’s upright form. Even in his slumbering state, he was sitting, head bowed, and swaying only slightly. I let out a tired sigh as I gestured to the slumbering guildmate and turned to Orthan. “We should get going. We have a lot to do now that we’ve poked the bear.”

Orthan nodded understandingly as he looked at our group once more. “I owe you my life,” he repeated. “If there is anything you need of me, just ask.”

I shook my head as I gestured dismissively. “Think nothing of it,” I sighed. “It was just business.”

Orthan nodded concernedly as he glanced at Uloth, who still had a large smile plastered across her face. “How much did I-” he was about to ask.

“Speaking of business,” Amelia said suddenly, reaching into her satchel. She then held up a coin before flicking it in their direction. Orthan caught it in surprise as Amelia continued. “Back home, businesses have what’s called a return policy. Since no one has come to collect the pay, we’re returning it to its rightful owners, save for an administrative fee.” Orthan opened his hand and gazed in amazement at the solitary coin that lay there. Amelia grinned happily as she gestured towards the coin. “Don’t worry, we round down.”

Orthan let out a sigh of relief as he looked at the coin, understanding washing over his face. “You truly are a blessing from the gods,” he sighed, looking back up. “How can I ever repay you.”

I chuckled as I rubbed my tired muscles. “Spread the word, I guess,” I replied, half-joking. “It’ll be nice to hear some good rumors about us for once.”

Orthan grinned again as he nodded understandingly. “I shall keep that in mind then,” he said happily. Another loud snore from Brokil as he slumped again indicated that it was long overdue for us to head out. Uloth gently took Orthan’s hand as she held the intricate carving.

Gremach crouched and began pulling Brokil onto his back as I stretched tiredly. “The day isn’t over for us. We’ll have to inform Garahk about where we hid the Elites.”

Uloth’s eyes grew wide for a moment as she turned to Orthan, but he let out a solemn nod as he squeezed her hand. “I apologize for not being any help in the cavern. I pray to Xutjja that you will find ease in capturing the other Elites.”

I waved a hand dismissively again as I glanced at Gremach. He was just straightening with Brokil slumped on top of him. Brokil must have really been out of it after today. “We’ll figure something out,” I said assuredly. “We just need time and a bit of luck, for once.”

Orthan nodded again as he let out a relieved sigh, glancing at the house in the distance. He didn’t speak for a moment, merely gazed contently at the farm around him. “I never expected to feel such joy standing here,” he muttered amusedly. “I suppose that is one good thing that has come of this venture.”

I grinned at the remark as I rubbed my eyes. I was really starting to envy Brokil. I turned to the others as I felt my eyes starting to droop. “Who’s ready to head out?” I asked. Everyone but Brokil raised their hand, but I counted the loud snore from him as a vote in agreement. I nodded as I turned back to Uloth and Orthan. “I guess the only thing left to say is good luck on .. whatever you’re going to do now.”

Orthan nodded in agreement as he let out a nervous sigh. “If the gods favor me, an apprenticeship,” he replied.

Dumag nodded proudly as a rare grin crept across his face. “I am certain they will look favorably upon you,” he said encouragingly. “You have much potential to offer.”

I nodded insistently as I gestured everyone towards Snakhagr. “In any case, we should head out. If we’re lucky, we’ll be home by the time the sun sets.”

Dumag hesitated for a moment then nodded as the grin on his face vanished. “Then let us depart. We have much to discuss on the morn.”

I nodded as I gave Orthan a brief wave. He mirrored the motion as Uloth gave him a relieved hug. I then turned and began walking away as the others said their goodbyes and followed suit. I rubbed my head tiredly as my stomach growled hungrily. “I don’t suppose we have any food supplies left?” I asked, turning to the group.

Dumag let out a tired sigh of his own as he reached into his satchel and began rummaging around. “I have some dried meat for such cases.” He admitted, pulling them out and handing a couple of strips to me. I took the food happily as Dumag began handing it out to the others. It was a salty and tough meal, but my stomach was just happy to get something in it after the ordeal.

Amelia let out a relieved sigh as she swallowed her first bite. “I have never been so relieved to finally eat,” she muttered “We spent way too long walking around today.”

I nodded as I practically wolfed down the first strip of meat. My hunger only enhanced the flavor as I greedily worked the tough food into a manageable pulp. Despite the saltiness, it was rather savory. I wouldn’t prefer it if given a couple of options, but it definitely seemed serviceable for emergency food.

Dumag gripped his own piece in between his teeth as he reached in again and pulled out a leather skin with a cork on the end. He uncorked the stopper before handing it to me. “Drink,” he commanded. “You must be parched after such a day.”

I nodded gratefully as I took the skin and drank deeply. It was a mixture of clear water and what tasted like mozzarella. It was unexpected, but not unwelcome. I took a few gulps of the strange drink before handing it to Amelia who took it as I turned back to Dumag. “What is that?” I asked, feeling the familiar aftertaste of cheese occupying my now empty mouth. “It tastes like watered-down milk.”

Dumag nodded as he slowly chewed his food. “It is water mixed with an energizing powder. A recipe I learned of during my time in the guard. It does not spoil easily and is serviceable as rations for a time. It is also rather delectable, which is rare in the standard guard rations.”

I nodded understandingly as I let out an exhausted sigh. “I’ll have to put something like that together at some point. Too bad I don’t know any good recipes off the top of my head. Well, maybe the twice-baked potatoes, but I’ve yet to see a potato around here. Even then, they’re best eaten fresh and not after sitting in a bag for who knows how long.”

Amelia suddenly let out her own sigh of relief as she finished with the skin and handed it to Bruga. “Do you think Orthan will be alright after today?” She suddenly asked. “He did seem rather nervous.”

Dumag popped the last piece into his mouth as he nodded thoughtfully. “He has given his future some thought,” he replied. “My only concern is his fortune in finding a suitable master. There are many woodworkers in the city.”

I rubbed my eyes as I felt my stomach begin to consume the food I had just eaten. “Do you want to try and help him out?” I asked. “We could probably put a good word in to help him get an apprenticeship.”

Dumag shook his head as he swallowed the last of the meat. “He would not accept our help,” he replied, “not after today. He has already received great aid from us and it would wound his pride to receive help with such a monumental decision. No, he must accomplish this on his own.”

It was Amelia’s turn to bob her head thoughtfully as she ran her tongue over her lips. “You don’t think it’s possible to help him out indirectly?”

Dumag and I turned to her curiously, clearly confused at the notion. “How the hell would we accomplish that?” I asked, still tired from today.

Amelia stopped in her tracks and thought, causing everyone to stop in turn as they all turned to her. Amelia tapped a finger to her cheek thoughtfully for a moment before looking up at me. “Didn’t one of the warriors in the Arena have a carpenter for a father?”

I paused for a moment then turned left as I recalled every detail I could about that month span of time. I furrowed my brow and nodded as I finally recalled the name and turned back to Amelia. “Yeah, Yamarz’s dad. He even told me where his shop was. Why?”

Amelia nodded as she gestured for everyone to wait a moment then turned and started jogging back the way we came, rushing towards Orthan and Uloth as they began making their way towards a nearby path. I looked on with confusion as they had a brief conversation where Uloth and Orthan exchanged confused looks before handing something to Amelia. Amelia nodded gratefully as she took the item and began rushing back. My eyes grew wide as I saw that she now held the carved rose. She held it out with an air of triumph as she began to explain. “I told them we could enchant it as one last favor to them. As durable as wood is, it can still rot and decay.”

I furrowed my brow once more as I turned to Dumag. “Is that really so easy to do?” I asked. “I thought that stuff was expensive.”

Dumag nodded as he held his hand out for the rose. Amelia gave it to him gingerly and he lifted to examine it, admiring the detail in every curve and crease. “It is time-consuming,” he admitted, “but far more simple if you know of the enchantment well. Fortunately, a soak in a fortifying elixir is all that is required.” He then turned to me. “Do you believe it is possible to convince this woodworker to accept my nephew as an apprentice? Without raising his suspicion, of course.”

I let out another tired sigh as I rubbed my head and gave it some thought. “We did technically leave on pretty good terms. I was able to help Yamarz get his warrior status. Shouldn’t be too hard to give him a story to use. Kind of too tired to think of one right now though. Not to mention, we have a shit ton of stuff to do now. I can make time to head down there. It shouldn’t be too hard.” I finally let out a tired sigh as I rubbed my head and nodded, resigned, but eager to help Orthan out one last time. “I can make time for such a visit,” I admitted sleepily. “Right now, I’m just too tired to think clearly.”

Dumag nodded understandingly as he glanced back towards Orthan. Another rare smile crept across his face as he slipped the carving into his satchel with great ease. “Then let us return and inform the Elder Mother of our success. She will also wish to know the location of the captured.”

I nodded tiredly as I looked towards the path once more, the sun sinking lower and lower as I scanned the horizon for Snakagr. I only saw trees, grass, roads, and hills though as I let out one last exhausted sigh. “Let’s get going then,” I muttered, beginning the trek back to the city. For once, I was content with the fact that we might not get the Guild approval. There were a lot of ways we could help without being a sanctioned guild.



I practically dove into my hammock when we got back to the barn. The nagging thought that the Elites might be around was pushed to the back of my mind as I embraced the warm comfort of slumber. The Elites, however, weren’t the only dark entities that were plaguing the corners of my mind.

The steady drip of water on a cavern floor punctuated my footfalls as I dashed through the cave. The walls appeared warped and tangled, refusing definition as I ran. A sense of fear was surging within me as I tried to escape the nameless thing behind me. I couldn’t put a name to what I was running from, because I refused to look back to get any details, but I knew I couldn’t let it catch me. Every time I slowed, the surge of fear grew and forced me to move faster. The stinging in my lungs did little to hinder me as I dove under a portion of the wall that jutted out into my path. My aching muscles and pounding heart were equally ignored as I let over a large pit that was immediately behind the outcropping.

A surge of pain shot up my leg as I felt my ankle twist. My cry echoed unevenly as my movement slowed and I tried desperately to hobble forward. The panic at the pit of my stomach rose to suffocating proportions and I turned back in a desperate attempt to see my final moments. A wave of blackness was barreling towards me, unfaltering as it ate everything in its path. I flinched as the darkness slammed into me and enveloped the cavern itself. I felt the ground beneath me vanish and the sensation of falling filled my stomach. I screamed as I clawed uselessly at the air, barely catching the whisper of a remark that permeated the blackness. “Intriguing,” it said in a growl. I froze in disbelief as the voice continued. “That was far more capable than I anticipated.”

I twisted in space, searching for the source of the sound. I stopped, however, as a new voice whispered in my ear, tickling a sense of familiarity in the back of my mind. “Don’t react. Another is watching.” I felt the panic rise again, forcing me to gasp in fear.

Suddenly, another voice made itself known, accompanying the rise in panic and holding an equal twinge of familiarity. “Just wait. We have to listen for a moment.” I continued to pant as I looked around. The blackness was the only sight visible every which way I turned. Yet, the falling sensation was still present, as if an updraft had caught me and was holding me in a cloud of blackness.

Suddenly, from all around me, the first voice returned, its attention seemingly focused elsewhere for the moment. “I don’t understand why Beldroth insisted I study this one.” It muttered. “He is unusual, but not particularly remarkable. I have had devotees more resistant than this. Now then,” Suddenly, I felt my hands get pulled upward, slowing my fall as the darkness faded and a new ground came up to meet me. The dull throb in my ankle quickly dissipated as I was plopped onto a different floor, this one made of wood. It reminded me of old Japanese architecture. As if on cue, walls began to sprout from the floor, the same appearance as the architecture that came to mind. I looked about, confused, as the voice spoke once more. “Let us test spatial awareness.” A loud scuttling sound suddenly made itself known behind me. I felt my heart drop as I turned to identify the noise and saw its source. About twenty feet away, a floorboard was beginning the shake violently, the scuttling sound growing louder as the creaking of wood indicating the board was bending.

The voice in my ear whispered once more. “Don’t tell me.” I felt my heart racing as I knew what it was thinking. A loud crack signaled a large split to appear in the wood and a long hairy leg suddenly reached out from below. My heart stopped as more legs reached out alongside it, two, three four, six, eight, and suddenly a large hairy spider was squeezing its way out. “Don’t Panic Now!” The voice said, trying to be calming. “You Need To Run. We Need To Get More Information On This New One. Just Run!” It was no use though and I found myself frozen in fear, paralyzed as the spider as it finally burst from the crack with a sucking pop. It was even larger than I feared. It was the height of a small child and large enough to bend the wood it stood on. Its eight beady little eyes glared at me as it charged, closing the distance in almost an instant as another spider began to push its way free.

I felt my head vibrate as I screamed in fear and barely drowned out the mysterious voice that permeated the blackness once more. “Interesting. It seems he is even weaker than I-”

I couldn’t hear him finish the thought, however, as the giant spider leapt at my face and I sat bolt upright in my hammock, my face covered in sweat. I gasped as the detail of the nightmare quickly faded from my mind, save for the spider that was now burned into my mind. I growled angrily as I let out a calming sigh. “Damn cave spiders,” I muttered, glancing at my watch. 5:42 A.M. I let out another sigh as I scratched my hair, reluctant to get up so early. My muscles were already complaining about being awoken.

Suddenly, a loud rumble turned my attention to the far end of the barn. It was only then that I realized there was a drizzle pattering onto the rooftops. However, the rain and thunder weren’t holding my attention after I turned. Amelia was sitting, knees pulled to her chest, as she gazed out at the city. I looked at her with concern as I twisted and dropped from my hammock. I felt myself cringe as I recalled the spell I had used and the pain I had inflicted yesterday. I swallowed the memory, however, as I walked up beside her. “Hey,” I said gently.

Amelia looked up in surprise then let out a sigh of relief as she looked out over the city again. “Hey,” she whispered in response. I said nothing for a minute as I sat beside her and looked out over the city. The rain gave the city a dreary and cloudy look, causing a few columns of steam to rise where fires were still lit. A flash in the distance and a soft rumble punctuated the morning, like a rooster crow that was trying to signal the start of the day but was way too early to actually wake anyone.

I glanced at Amelia as I again heard her scream of pain in the back of my mind. I looked towards where she had been sliced, my heart sinking as I saw the incomplete mark on her arm, little more than a ragged blotch, where my healing spell had taken hold. It was only an inch or two from end to end, but it might as well have spanned her entire body for how guilty I felt. I let out a sigh as I gestured at the mark, drawing her attention. “I’m sorry about yesterday,” I said sheepishly. “I forgot about my healing problem for a moment.”

Amelia furrowed her brow for a moment as she glanced at her shoulder then shook her head instead. “It’s not your fault,” she said simply. “Yesterday was stressful. These things happen.”

It was my turn to furrow my brow as I looked at her. “You’re not mad?” I asked, practically in disbelief. “But you were so quiet yesterday. I thought you were upset about it.”

Amelia gave me an amused grin as she shook her head and looked out over the city again. “It’s sweet that you asked, but no,” she replied. “I wasn’t upset yesterday. I was just … thinking.”

I let out a relieved sigh for a moment before the concern welled up again. “What were you thinking about?” I asked hesitantly, almost afraid of what she might say.

Amelia sighed again as she looked out over the city, gazing at the gently falling rain and the rising plumes of steam. After a moment, she finally turned to me, her face a mixture of hesitation and concern. “Can … can I borrow that knife Mabel gave you?” She asked, catching me off guard.

I gave her a concerned look as some dark implications surfaced in my mind. “W-why do you want the knife?” I asked, confused.

Amelia was strangely quiet for a moment as she stared out at the city, her lips pursed nervously. She finally shook her head dismissively as she ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s nothing I was just … thinking again.”

I nodded understandingly as I continued to stare at her with concern. “Do … Do you want to talk about it?” I asked, hoping to get some semblance of understanding.

Amelia let out a sigh as she scratched her neck and stared off thoughtfully. “I’m just disappointed in myself,” she finally admitted. “I spent so long studying and expecting a confrontation and … all I could do was freeze.” Amelia let out a long sigh as she bowed her head, her face drooping solemnly. “I thought I was done, with being powerless, with being at the mercy of slavers and elves, and with being nothing more than a damsel in distress.” She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “As enticing as this magic stuff is, I just want to go home.”

I let out a sigh as her words hit me like a mountain of bricks. I looked out over the city as I mulled over the words and thought back on yesterday. She had said the same thing and this time I was certain what she meant. I thought back to my first night in this strange land and to the very moment I had been snatched from home. I wondered if I could have changed the outcome of things then, avoided the storm entirely, and been left to my own devices. I thought about what I might be doing now. Which classes I might be taking and what kind of people I might be mingling with. I let out a sigh as I quickly realized there was no point in it. It was only a what-if and all it did was make me long for home. I let out a sigh as I looked at my knees and thought deeply. After a few moments, I finally looked up again as I stared out at the city, watching the gentle patter of water beginning to subside. “I feel the same way,” I finally admitted. “I wish I could say I knew how to get home, but I’m still not sure how those Banestorm things work. Hell, we even talked about the possibility that someone caused the Banestorm. For all we know, they’re not natural at all. It could-” I stopped myself as I quickly realized I was thinking in circles again. I let out a sigh as I tilted my head back and stared at the ceiling. “We just don’t know enough right now,” I muttered, wishing that weren’t the case.

Amelia was silent for a moment as she stared out at the city. She finally turned to me with a worried expression. “Do you think we’ll ever make it back home?” She asked.

I didn’t reply for a moment, just stared at the ceiling as I thought deeply. I finally shrugged as I turned to her. “If we’re lucky,” I finally replied. “We don’t know enough yet; about this magic stuff, about the elves, or about the Banestorms in general. It might be possible, but it might also be a one-way trip.” Amelia’s face fell at the idea as she looked longingly out over the city again. I quickly continued as I realized what I was implying. “Or we might be able to reverse the trip, I don’t know,” I said, turning to look out as well. Fires were being doused as the sun was starting to peek over the horizon, signaling the city just starting to wake up. I sighed as I tried to unravel what might have caused the Banestorm and how it might be induced, but it was no use. I was still too new to the arcane to even think how it might have been possible. “I just can’t be certain of anything. It’s too early to say.” I let the silence hang for a moment, thinking about yesterday and its implications.

As if reading my mind, Amelia quickly changed the subject, pursing her lips nervously as she scratched the back of her head. “What about today?” She asked. “What should we be doing to prepare?”

I let out a sigh as I rubbed the scar on my chin and thought, analyzing where things went wrong and what could be done to avoid it in the future. “Combat training,” I finally replied, a little relieved to get my mind off the idea of Banestorms. “Something that will prepare us for whatever techniques or training the Elites have gone through. We had the element of surprise and magic and it still wasn’t enough to take most of them. That wasn’t even considering that was only half of the ones that would have shown up.” I let out a disgruntled sigh as I scratched my head and thought about our choices and how they ended up panning out. “We walked into something that was still way over our heads,” I sighed. “Dumag and Bruga were the only two that were even able to hold their ground. Brokil was already out of it after that Illusion spell. I was not tactical at all and just flung myself in and made a mess of things. And you-” I stopped as I reminded myself that Amelia was still tender about not being able to help. I let out a sigh as I looked out over the city again, the sun slowly starting to bathe the city in its light and warming the cool morning air. “The Elites will be an ongoing problem,” I growled, recalling the shield that had swallowed my spells and the various other artifacts that made them that much more dangerous. “We need to make sure we can mitigate that problem as best we can, alone and together.” I used my thumb to press on my other fingers and elicit a soft pop from each knuckle. “That will be the only way we can end-”

A loud ZZZZZZZZZZZ suddenly sounded from downstairs and I turned in surprise. It was only now that I noticed that Bruga, Brokil, and Gremach were sleeping below, laying in piles of hay made into makeshift beds. Even Salthu was here, his head resting on his satchel as a trail of drool slowly dripped into the fur he was lying on. Dumag was the only one not laying in a bed. Instead, he was sitting in a chair, his arms folded and his chin resting on his chest. Dumag had chosen to sleep nearest to Bruga, keeping an eye on the front and side exit to the barn. Another loud snore from Brokil told me he was the one that had drawn my attention. I let out a sigh of relief as I turned to Amelia curiously. “They slept here last night?” I asked.

Amelia nodded as she turned to look down at the five of them. “You were barely lucid when we arrived,” She explained. “You practically passed out on the way to your hammock. Dumag was the one that came up with the idea of spending the night. Brokil was still asleep and Gremach was also on the verge of clocking out. Bruga and I thought it would be rude to leave Salthu hanging for so long so we went down to the Institute and informed Garahk of our successful mission.” A grin briefly flashed across her face as she let out a soft chuckle. “Actually, we walked in on Kertug giving his report in the Arkanul Portath. He was claiming we had abandoned them and going on about recovering a stash of Elite garbs. Fortunately, it seems he got there after Salthu and Garahk wasn’t very happy about being given such a biased report.”

I chuckled to myself as I thought about the mage being scolded by Garahk. “Did he get chewed out once you arrived?” I asked curiously.

Amelia shook her head as she smiled once more. “Garahk just said she would have words with the Menagerie when time allowed. Though, she still did not seem happy with Kertug.”

I chuckled again as I turned towards the five once more, thinking back on what Dumag had said earlier. “We cannot dash off alone to fight battles anymore, not if we are to consider ourselves a guild.” I nodded as I climbed to my feet and stretched, energized once more for the day ahead. “Let’s wake the others up then,” I said, reaching a hand towards Amelia. “They’ll want to hear about the plan as well.”

Amelia smiled and nodded as she grabbed my hand and allowed herself to be pulled up. As she stood, she wrapped an arm around me for a moment before pulling back and giving me a wide smile. “Don’t worry about the healing,” she said cheerily. “We’ll figure something out.”

I returned the smile before turning towards the edge of the loft and gesturing for her to follow. “Come on then,” I said as I prepared a Hop spell. “Let’s figure it out with the others.” With that, I dropped from the loft, using the Hop spell to precisely time my fall and come to a stop just before hitting the ground. Amelia followed suit as I walked over to Dumag and gently shook him awake.

He awoke with a start as he blinked up at me blearily. “Outsider?” He croaked sleepily.

I nodded as I walked over and shook Salthu’s shoulder, speaking loudly so that everyone in the barn would hear. “We have work to do. Up and at `em. No time like the present.” A collective groan came from Brokil and Gremach as the two rubbed the sleep from their eyes. Bruga sat up almost immediately and Salthu turned groggily to the shaking.

Salthu wiped the spittle from the side of his face as he looked up at me. “Is it morning already?” He asked in a dazed state.

I nodded as I moved over to a half-empty pitcher of water and began pouring everyone a glass. “We have a lot of work to do after yesterday,” I said as I started handing out the drinks.

At the mention of work, Dumag sat up in a much more alert state, quickly blinking the remaining sleep from his eyes. It seemed he was familiar with being woken to work at early hours. Salthu, Gremach, and Brokil, on the other hand, let out tired groans as I handed each of them their glasses. “Can this not wait another hour?” Brokil asked, laying back but keeping the cup upright. “Surely we have earned a day of rest.”

I nodded as I reached over and handed Bruga and Dumag their cups. “We could, but then the Elites will be one day further in their plans. We can’t let them get even an hour ahead of us.”

At the mention of Elites, Brokil let out a reluctant sigh before sitting up and taking a large gulp of water. He then turned and rested his feet on the ground as he nodded with a tired but determined expression on his face. “Is there a matter which must be discussed at once?” He asked. “Or is there another reason for waking us so early?”

I nodded again as I leaned on a nearby table and gestured at the piles of hay. “We need a plan for sleeping arrangements.” I then gestured at the piles of artifacts that still littered the various tables. “And a safe to keep all these items. We should have done it sooner, but now it’s a real priority, what with the Elites and all.”

Dumag nodded as he looked at the various items scattered about. Most all of them were designed to enhance an existing spell or exude their own magical effects. I was starting to become nervous leaving them out for so long. “A safe is easy enough to procure, but it would not be enough to contain all of them unless I enchant it with a space expanding spell, which would take time. Moreso, considering any safe we acquire would be composed of metal.”

I nodded as I recalled the lecture about enchanting materials and their effects. “Can you just make a wooden box that can fit inside a safe?” I asked. “It won’t be a perfect solution, but it’ll work with what we have at the moment.”

Dumag thought for a moment as he took a few sips of water. He finally nodded as he glanced at the pile of artifacts once more. “That is more manageable,” he admitted, wiping the corners of his lips. “It will still require time. A week or two, at least, but it is possible.”

I nodded as I suddenly gestured at his satchel. “We’ll also need to enchant that flower carving and drop by Yamarz’s place.” I then turned to Amelia as a thought occurred. “You told Garahk about where to find the Elites we captured, right?”

Amelia nodded as she poured her own cup of water and took a sip. “We filled Garahk in on everything that happened. She said she’d be stopping by the glade today to check in anyway. So, it worked out for her.”

I nodded as I scratched my head and did a quick inventory of anything else I could do today. I gestured to the piles of hay again as I recalled what I first said to Brokil. “We should also get some proper beds and spruce the barn up. It’s been a good first couple of months, but it’s time to really start reorganizing.” At the mention of the barn, everyone glanced around. The barn was practically in the same state we have found it in, save for the large car near the center, the tables scattered about, and the chairs pulled from various corners of the place. Even the items that had originally come with me were right where I had left them, except for the cycle of shirts and shorts me and Amelia were going through. I pointed specifically to the four stacks of hay with fur covers resting on them as everyone turned back. “If the Institute grants us our Guild status, we’ll eventually need places for everyone to sleep. I feel bad for leaving you guys to sleep like this.”

Gremach gestured dismissively as he stood and stretched. “It is no bother,” he said tiredly. “I have had worse nights in worse places.”

I nodded again as I gestured around the barn once more. “Well, If you’re going to be sleeping here again, we might as well get some extra beds. I’d prefer that over having to set up a pile of hay again.”

Bruga nodded in agreement as she yawned and stretched before taking a big sip of water. “What of the Elites?” She asked, cradling the cup in both hands. “How are we to deter them and prepare for their next infiltration?”

I nodded as I let out a tired sigh and rubbed the back of my neck. “That is more up in the air,” I admitted. “I have a couple of ideas, but they’re mostly on preparing us for another fight and using those magic items as a trap.” I then turned to Dumag as I pointed at his satchel again. “We’ll also want to talk to White Rock today about converting one of their storage rooms into a trap. If the Elites have a way of tracking their magical items, we’ll know once the trap is sprung.”

Brokil nodded as he climbed to his feet and finished his cup of water. “We should also determine a method of detection that will penetrate their Bloodform potion. We cannot be certain who we pass may really be an elf in disguise.”

Gremach nodded in agreement as he glanced about. “What of your abode?” He asked worriedly. “Surely they would attempt to attack in the dead of night. Perhaps we may lay an alarm spell that could alert you should unwanted visitors arrive.”

Dumag nodded as he finally stood as well. “A great many tasks are needed now that we have made such formidable enemies. It would be prudent to determine what is simple or essential and divide the tasks accordingly. What’s more, we must discuss the future of this group.” His head turning to me told me exactly what he was about to say next. “If we are to act in battle, we must act as one. There can be no room for dangerous or reckless actions”

I let out a sigh as everyone glanced between me and Dumag. The dull pain in my chin made itself known as I recalled the near misses I had with that magical dagger. I nodded in defeat as I swallowed my guilt and turned to Dumag. “I should have been more cautious,” I admitted. “I acted recklessly and endangered everyone that was in that cavern. I knew explosive spells carried a risk down there, but I didn’t care that it did. I just wanted blood and the only one that shed it was me.” I glanced at each of them as I remembered what Dumag had said yesterday. “What if you were slain? How would you keep your vow then?” I turned back to Dumag as I felt a sense of determination well up within me. “I promise I will never let my emotions get the best of me again.”

Dumag nodded happily as he turned to the others. “In any regard, valuable information was gleamed from your action. So, I cannot entirely fault you. Though I still condemn you for rushing off so quickly without us in tow; It would have been more prudent.”

I nodded in agreement as a smile briefly flashed across my face. “Next time will be different,” I promised. “We’ll be more prepared next time we face the Elites.”

Dumag nodded grimly as he suddenly glanced towards the door. “As will the Elites,” he said solemnly. “They will not be idle before confronting us once more.”

Amelia’s face betrayed a flash of worry as she fiddled with her arm once more. “How soon do you think that’ll be?” She asked nervously.

Dumag shrugged as he glanced around at the artifacts, likely estimating how large a safe would be needed and the degree of enchantment he would need to create. “It is difficult to determine,” he admitted. “They will likely strike when we least expect and in a manner of their choosing. What that manner is, can only be known by them and the gods themselves.”

I nodded again as I took one last sip of water before setting the empty cup on a nearby table. “Then we’ll have to prepare for everything we can,” I said solemnly. “Train whenever we can and arm ourselves with our own magical items. Amelia and I still don’t have our own combat kit like you guys have.”

Salthu nodded as he glanced down at his bracers. “If possible, it would be wise to improve all of our armaments.”

Bruga sighed in agreement as she reached into her satchel and removed the circlet. “Items that are of our own design,” she said affirmatively. Her face was suddenly alight with recognition as she quickly turned to me. “As well, Garahk told us to visit the announcement board sometime in the afternoon. She would not reveal more, but it sounded as if the matter was important.”

I gave Bruga a curious but intrigued look as I felt a spark of hope. “Is it something to do with our guild submission? Naw. It can’t be. It’s been forever. We won’t know until we go there to see.” A similar look of confusion and excitement flashed across the faces of Gremach, Brokil, and Dumag. Salthu and Amelia were the only ones that appeared to have heard this news before. I finally nodded as I glanced at everyone here, recalling the expeditions we had already gone on and all the others that might be present in our future. “Only one way to find out then,” I said, drawing everyone's attention. I then lifted my hand and counted on my fingers. “So we’ll need a place to train. I’ll need to visit Yamarz’s woodworking place. We also need a safe and a box to enchant as well as any ingredients you need for the enchantment, Dumag, and a set of beds to add to the barn. We’ll also need to go through everything again and find places to put everything while we also figure out an appropriate alarm spell for the barn itself. Last, but definitely not least, we need to head to the announcement board and see what Garahk wanted us to see.”

Everyone nodded in agreement as we began to divide the tasks and decide who would need to go where. All the while, I felt a nagging thought in the back of my mind, as if I was forgetting something.
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We quickly doled out the tasks and split off into groups. I would go with Dumag to Yamarz’s father’s place. Then we’d stop by the prison to drop off the items and set up the basis for a trap in one of their storage rooms. After that, we’d swing by the barracks to see if we could book some training time. The fact that Yamarz’s dad was a woodworker meant we would be in charge of buying all the furniture we would need. Amelia would stay with Bruga and reorganize the furniture and make space for everything new. Salthu would head down to the library and scour the shelves for an appropriate alarm spell and every other possible enchantment method we would need for armaments. This left Brokil and Gremach to go purchase the ingredients and the safe for our upcoming storage plan. Salthu would join them later once he found the list of components required for the enchanting process. Brokil would also take some time to study up on alchemy to see if there was a way to detect the blood form potion the Elites would likely use again. Once evening started to roll around, we would all meet up at the notice board and find out what Garahk wanted us to see.

I palmed the carved shield that Yamarz’s father had given me as I walked beside Dumag, heading towards the location that had been described to me. “Will you want any help with the enchanting process?” I asked, glancing towards Dumag. “We might be able to reduce the enchanting time if more of us work on it.”

Dumag shook his head as he fiddled with the flap of his satchel. “The enchantment is a complex and dangerous one. I would be more comfortable if I alone was responsible for the spell”

I let out a tired sigh as I gestured insistently. “Not even a little?” I asked. “Come on. The Elites are out there doing god knows what and all I can do right now is train and practice more incantations. The least I can do is help you with this enchanted safe thing.”

Dumag shook his head again as he stared off, getting a distant look in his eye. “The risk is too great,” he said cryptically. I felt my face drop as Dumag quickly elaborated and filled my soul with a sense of dread. “This is no mere incantation or spell. This must be precisely woven, tailored, and constructed across a continuous weave of mana. One small slip could ruin the item in question or cascade into a building-wide rending of the air itself.” He turned to me with a deadly serious expression. “I am confident of your eventual skill, but this particular enchantment requires a far more experienced influence. There can be no room for error.”

I pursed my lips as I nodded understandingly. “Don’t mess with the space folding box. Got it.”

Dumag nodded contently as he turned back to the road ahead. “It will be safe once the enchantment is done. Until then, I will require a secluded area to prepare the circle and hold the ingredients. One of the stables should do.”

I nodded as I turned as well, spotting a building in the distance with a distinctive sign over the door. It was a picture of a block of wood, whose figure was being carved by a wooden chisel, turning it into an ornate pillar for some undesignated piece of furniture. From what I’ve been told a lot of hands-on work happened in the Northern district and I doubted you could get more hands-on than woodworking. The name just above the door read Argigoth’s Arbor Artisans, situated on the main road and surrounded by a wide variety of other shops. A row of gutted pigs and piles of cow meat hung on display in a nearby butcher’s shop. Across the way, dried herbs and spices sat in a similar display next to the entrance of some kind of herbology store. The general morning hustle and bustle seemed particularly heavy in this area, what with the various shops about and everyone going to and fro.

I pointed at the woodworking shop as the door opened and an orc walked out, carrying a small ornate box and heading down one of the roads. A similar display of glass presented several chairs, end tables, and shelves filled with small figurines and statuettes. “That’ll be the place,” I said as I turned to Dumag. “You got the list ready?” Dumag nodded as he reached into his shawl and pulled out a folded piece of parchment; our list of items to buy from him while we were here. I nodded as he tucked the parchment away and we headed inside.

The jangle of a bell sounded as we entered. The smell of sawdust and freshly cut wood was heavy in the air, accompanied by the sound of hammering and the scrape of tools on wood. The space we found ourselves in was packed with various bits of furniture and figures. Dressers, desks, tables, chairs, even a few bed frames took up the displays of the interior. Shelves lined the far wall, both empty and filled with an array of knick-knacks and toys. A counter bisected the row of shelves and guarded a dark wood door that sat behind it. Off to the side were planks of wood, set upright in long containers and waiting for someone to pull them out. Beside them rested a wide array of chisels, mallets, and various curved implements that seemed to serve as tools for wood carving. Wooden plaques rested in plain view all about the room, displaying the description and price of the items they rested on or beside. I examined a nearby shelf, the plaque within reading “Oak, Plain: ― ⍑.” I turned to the desk that sat beside it, its features enhanced by a series of intricate carvings along the sides just under the lip. The plaque resting on top read “Birch, Ornate: ― ╲╲⍑.” I could only assume the T symbol was what they used to represent teef as I traced a finger along the ridge of the wooden display.

Suddenly, a sharp cough drew my attention to the back of the room. A clerk was emerging from a back room as he ran a finger down some kind of sheet, voicing an undirected greeting as he stepped behind the counter. “Welcome to Agrigoth’s Arbor Artisans. How may I-'' he stopped short as he looked up and spotted Dumag and then me, his eyes growing wide as he took in a sharp breath. “Outsider,” he gasped hesitantly. “W-what brings you here?”

I stifled a twinge of annoyance as a thought ran through my mind. “This outsider crap is starting to get old.” Ignoring the thought, I gestured to myself and then Dumag. “Just call me Dexter. We came here to speak to Agrigoth. Is he here?”

A brief look of confusion crossed the clerk’s face before he nodded hesitantly and pointed to the door he had just emerged from. “He is occupied at the moment. Is this an urgent matter?”

Dumag and I shared a look before I tilted my head from side to side as I shrugged. “It’s not that urgent, but we were hoping to speak to him today. Is there a better time we can come here?”

The clerk opened his mouth to speak then hesitated as he thought before holding up a finger. “One moment, if you will,” he said as he began moving back towards the door. I nodded as Dumag and I watched him hurry through. For a brief moment, as the door was opened, the faint sounds of scratching and scraping of tools grew louder before the heavy door closed with an audible bap.

I let out a sigh as I turned to Dumag. “We might have to rearrange our timetable. Hopefully, the prison and the barracks are-” I stopped as I noticed something in the far corner of the room, previously hidden by the rows of furniture. In a corner of the room, between a shelf packed full of figurines and a series of chairs, sat a dark wooden desk, ornate carvings covering every inch and depicting several beautiful scenes just from the two sides I could see. It rested on a dais that made it stand out even more so amongst the rest of the furniture around it. I couldn’t help but let out an amazed “Woah” as I stared, causing Dumag to turn and see the object of my fixation.

Dumag’s eyes grew wide for a moment as he saw the majestic piece of furniture. “Gods almighty,” he remarked in surprise.

I walked over as I let out a low whistle. The wood appeared to gleam in the sun that barely broke through the near semi-transparent glass of the storefront. “I’m pretty sure God would use this as a desk,” I remarked as I examined one of the scenes. It was a group of orcs, one shown much larger than the others, with a large hill in the background. The larger orc appeared to be leading the group towards the hill, a crown of bones resting on his head. The scene next to it depicted another group, this one accompanied by an orc in a thick shawl and wielding a gem-topped staff. They appeared to be performing some type of ritual on a stone building, the pillars in front reminiscent of the Institute in the Southern district. One last scene on the opposite side of the first had yet another group, this one in the middle of what looked like a combat exercise. The dominant figure in this depiction looked mangled and scarred, part of his mouth curling unevenly and his left arm noticeably absent. The three scenes composed the front of the desk and were framed in further carvings that exemplified each scene which gave it a domineering and antique look. I couldn’t imagine the countless hours it must have taken to plan out let alone carve each intricate piece into the dark wood.

I reached out to run a finger along the surface of the depiction when the creak of the door sounded and I jumped to my feet, turning in time to see the clerk and another orc step into the store. My memories were alight with recognition as the new orc scanned the store before his eyes fell on me and his face broke into an enthusiastic smile. “Outsider!” He cheered happily, throwing his arms out in a welcoming manner. He was definitely the orc that had handed me the carved shield a few months ago. There was no mistaking that enthusiastic tone. He also bore a striking resemblance to Yamarz, his green eyes carrying the same enthusiasm I had seen at the feast. “Welcome to my humble shop. I am so glad you decided to visit me. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

I put on a smile as my annoyance at being called an outsider was tickled once more. “You can just call me Dexter if you like. We actually came here for two reasons. We’ve decided to spruce up the barn a bit and we need some furniture to fill the space.”

Agrigoth's smile somehow grew wider as he clapped his hands together enthusiastically. “Marvelous. Do you prefer a darker palette or a lighter one? Will you want a design or will your magical practices require a clean surface to work with? Do you have a special request?”

This time I really did grin at the barrage of questions Agrigoth had thrown at us. I gestured to Dumag as he reached into his shawl and pulled out the slip of parchment. “We made a list of the things we’ll need. Most of it is just the basic furniture so we won’t really care if it’s plain or ornate. We will need a lockbox, but I’m not sure if it needs to be plain or-”

Dumag stepped forward and handed the list to Agrigoth. “My enchantment will not care if there are designs upon it already. We merely need the interior to be precise in measure.”

Agrigoth nodded as he took the parchment and began reading, his finger tapping absentmindedly as his eyes trailed down the list. “That is more than doable, friend,” he said cheerily, looking up as he finished reading. “I can have these items ready by the end of the week. Do you wish to purchase in bulk or in payments?”

I let out a sigh as I reached into my pocket and pulled out one of Dumag’s enchanted pouches. The sounds of rattling coins could be heard as I pulled open the string. “The stuff we need wouldn’t happen to cost about four hundred teef, would it? Cause that’s all I have on hand at the moment.”

Agrigoth thought for a moment then shook his head, tapping the list he held. “That would be far too little, even if I was being generous. The materials alone would cost me seven hundred teef.”

I nodded as I reached into the pouch and began pulling out coins. “In payments it is,” I said as I started counting. “How much would the whole order be?”

Agrigoth thought for a moment as he examined the list again, his cheery expression never wavering. “For you, I am willing to part with all these items for a mere fifteen hundred teef. I can have the pieces delivered to your abode once I receive the first payment.”

I nodded as I clutched about thirty teef in one hand and began counting out another ten. “That, I can handle right now. It won’t be most of it, but it’ll be enough to count as a payment.”

Agrigoth nodded as he reached into his shawl and pulled out a quill and inkwell. “Marvelous. How much shall I note?”

I let out a sigh as I finished counting forty and started yet another ten. “I’m thinking two hundred teef would do, but it might take a while. Bear with me a moment.”

I heard a grumble from Dumag as he trudged over and gestured briefly. Before I could finish counting out the next set of ten, Dumag thrust his hand over the pouch. The sound of clinking metal could be heard as dozens upon dozens of coins suddenly leaped from the pouch and appeared to stick to his palm. A few coins made it partway up before losing speed and falling back into the pouch. Dumag reached into his satchel with his free hand and pulled out a different pouch, this one larger than the enchanted one I currently held and slipped the mass of coins in before pulling the string tight. Strangely, for Dumag at least, the bag appeared to hold the precise amount that he had just slipped in as he held the pouch out to Agrigoth. “I apologize for the rush, but we have much to do today.” He said to the room in general.

Agrigoth grinned at the display of strange magic as he took the pouch gingerly, glancing at it and the much smaller pouch that was still clutched in my palm. “Worry not. I understand the hurry.” He said as he set the pouch on the nearby counter and wrote on the list. Once he was done, he slipped the piece of parchment into his own shawl before turning back to me. “I am glad that you decided to visit, even if it was just to purchase some supplies. If there is any detail you would wish added, just let me know.”

I nodded as I slipped the fifty coins back into the pouch and returned them to my pocket. “There’s actually one other thing we needed,” I said as I gestured to Dumag. Dumag nodded as he reached into his satchel once more and pulled out the carved rose. I pointed to it as Dumag held it out for Agrigoth. “There’s someone that we’d like you to meet.”

This was the first time Agrigoth’s smile faltered, glancing at the pair of us then at the pseudo-rose. He finally took it gingerly as he put on an apologetic expression. “I cannot say the gesture is not flattering,” he said as he examined the piece. “But I am happily married. Sure you should know this. You have met my-”

I held up a finger before pointing at the rose again. “It’s not about who the flower is for. It’s about who made it.” I said, cutting him off.

Again, Agrigoth’s expression faltered. “Made?” He asked curiously. “What do you mean by-” He stopped as a flash of realization dawned on him. He turned and examined the rose in closer detail. He tugged a leaf experimentally, causing his eyes to grow wide. “Incredible,” he muttered. “I had no idea such details were possible. The pigments blend so smoothly.” He turned to me as his expression of amazement replaced his smile. “Where did you get such a detailed creation?”

I felt a smile of my own materialize as I gestured to Dumag. “That’s who we wanted to talk about. Dumag’s nephew wants to be a carpenter but hasn’t had an opportunity until now. We were hoping you could give him a head start on an apprenticeship. We brought that to show you an example of his work.”

Agrigoth’s smile returned as he looked at the flower once more, examining it appreciatively as he nodded. “With this? I would wish to employ him. His talents would be wasted on an apprenticeship.”

I let out a sigh as I nodded, gesturing to the carving in his hand. “The only problem is, he can’t know we showed you this.”

Dumag nodded as well as he gestured towards the door. “My family is a prideful one. This, I can say for certain. He has already received much aid in recent days. I am afraid he might not readily accept a position if he knew it was through our efforts.”

Agrigoth nodded as he twirled the rose between his fingers. “An unusual but understandable concern. Discrete assistance then,” he said thoughtfully. “I believe I can manage such an arrangement. If he so chooses, I can even train him alongside my current proteges. Though I hope he would desire employment. I wish to observe his means of achieving such detail. I can barely fathom how he was able to envision such detailed work.”

I glanced towards Dumag in time to see a brief grin flash across his face. He nodded gratefully as he let out a sigh of relief. “All that remains is to determine a means of introduction,” he sighed. “It would raise suspicions if I were to provide information for your store to my brother.”

Agrigoth nodded thoughtfully as he continued to admire the carved flower. “It would appear that fortune favors us today. I may have a solution to such a conundrum. Tell me, where does this family member reside?”

Dumag gave Agrigoth a curious look as he furrowed his brow. “He can be found in a farm home northeast of Snakhagr,” he said, almost hesitantly. “Though I am uncertain how that will-”

Agrigoth’s grin widened as he turned and gestured for us to follow. “Come. I know just how to achieve your request,” he said as he headed towards the door. He pointed the wooden carving at the clerk as he passed. “Gulfim may be here shortly to pick up her jewel box. Make sure she has the ten extra teef for the engraving.”

The clerk nodded as he wrote down the details. “Yes, sir.”

Dumag and I exchanged a look of confusion before following Agrigoth through the door behind the counter. The sounds of tool work and carving wood grew tenfold as we stepped through the doorway. As well, the sawdust was much more abundant, the air smelling heavily of the wandering particles. About a dozen other orcs were back here, working either individually or in groups of two or three to measure and cut whatever piece of wood they were working on. The store itself was packed, but the space behind it seemed even more so. Piles of wood were stacked neatly in the corner, sorted by type and size into chest-high stacks about five feet on each side. Above each stack were the labels for the tree; Maple, Oak, and Birch. There was even a smaller pile of dark wood near the end labeled 'Mahogany'. The far wall was filled with tools, some in holders, others piled neatly in cubby holes beneath workbenches. Every now and then one of the orcs would rush over to one of the holders and replace a few tools before grabbing a few more and returning to their work. I marveled at the pieces as we walked by; tables and chairs and other bits of furniture being assembled with ease. I paused for a moment and watched a pair hammer two planks of wood together to form a corner. Some kind of trapezoidal shape held the pieces together as one of the orcs pulled at the seam experimentally.

A few of them slowed their work as we passed, eyes training on me before Agrigoth glanced their way and caused them to return to their task. Agrigoth led us to the far end of the workshop where it seemed a different group of orcs was working, a much smaller group. This seemed to be where various cuts of wood were sliced into more manageable pieces. Three of them were working on cutting a log into a series of boards, two of them using a long saw while the third stacked the cuts nearby, while a pair worked to cut logs into manageable lengths. They stopped and turned our way as Agrigoth approached. “Father?” One of them asked. “What is the meaning of-” He stopped as he spotted me and Dumag behind Agrigoth.

Agrigoth appeared to recognize the confusion on their faces as he gestured calmingly to the group. “Worry not. This matter will take a few brief moments.” He then turned to me as he gestured to each orc. “Dexter, these are my current proteges. These are my children; Rulfim, Karfu, and my eldest Igug.” He gestured to three orcs, one female and two males in that order. Rulfim had been one of the pair working on the logs which Karfu and Igug were cutting into workable pieces. I could see their resemblance to Yamarz and Agrigoth. Igug and Rulfim had the same bright green eyes, with Karfu being the only one with a deep hazel hue. Rulfim and Karfu appeared to have similar enthusiasm to Agrigoth while Igug had a hint of apprehension I could recall from Yamarz. Agrigoth then gestured at the two that were helping the other three move the wood into their proper place. “These are the apprentices that showed promise long before they came to my store; Silug and Zulgha.” The pair waved my way as they were introduced, but kept the expression of unease and confusion. Silug had a thick mat of hair covering his chin that was filled with small flecks of sawdust with deep-set eyes that held a degree of fatigue beyond just a day of labor. Zulgha held an air of …. Nobility? that seemed out of place from the bandages that were binding his hand. A dark spot was growing distinctive on his right thumb that he was presently nursing.

Agrigoth gestured to Rulfim before motioning back the way we’d come. “Rulfim, I believe a detour is in order during our first outing.”

Everyone turned to the one named Rulfim as she stood and wiped the veil of sweat from her brow. “Is there a reason, father? Why have you brought the outsider with you?”

Agrigoth smiled again as he gestured to me with the carved rose. “It would appear Dexter here requested a bout of subtle assistance, assistance for one talented enough to create this.” He then held up the carved piece and admired it delicately. “It is rather fortunate that his request coincided so closely with your own.”

Rulfim continued to look confused as she glanced at me. “Will this require additional preparations?” She asked almost matter-of-factly.

Agrigoth shook his head as he gestured with the carving. “Perhaps some extra feed for the horses, but nothing beyond what you have already prepared. Most of the changes will fall on me. I must devise a convincing tale to entice him to join us.”

I let out an annoyed sigh as I stepped forward. “Hang on, what are you two planning?” I asked. “Why would you need horses?”

The group glanced towards Agrigoth as he let out an amused sigh. “I suppose I have not been quite clear on the matter,” he remarked cryptically. “Rulfim, would you like to do the honors?”

A brief grin flashed across Rulfim’s face as she nodded and stepped forward. The resemblance was here again as I noticed the bright green eyes and the enthusiasm hidden behind a veil of professionalism. “What my father is being rather secretive about is what I hope to be a means of gaining customers outside of the city without having to wait for them to come to us.” She then reached into her shawl and produced a stack of parchments, thumbing through them as she continued. “Lumber for construction is rather difficult to come by if not impossible for those outside the city. The woodsmen have only their own labor to harvest and are limited by that which they can carry. They also prefer handaxes over the serrated blades we utilize which is far more limiting in the timber they can create.” She then held up the stack and only then did I realize it was bound together like a catalog. “If we planned scheduled visits around the fields then we may find more customers for not only the lumber but the furniture as well. I have even composed a list of items the farmers may find useful.” She handed the stack to me with a grin. “Go ahead, see what you think.”

I glanced at Dumag before opening the stack and examining one of the pages. It looked like … well, a catalog. A few pieces of furniture were illustrated along with a list of materials and optional carvings next to their respective price. I flipped past a few pages and saw more illustrations, each with its own list of prices. It wasn’t all too impressive to look at; each page was pretty cut and dry with how it was laid out and what was on it, but it had to have been the first catalog this place had ever seen. I nodded as I turned back to Rulfim. “We have stuff like this back home,” I said, giving her a smile before thumbing through the book some more. “Well, had. I can’t remember the last time I held a catalog. I doubt stores back home are making an effort to print more of these. Nowadays, shit is ordered off the internet. Though, that’s assuming you’re getting the item from a reputable source. Otherwise, you just get scammed.” I looked up in time to see everyone giving me a confused expression. Rulfim, on the other hand, looked almost … downtrodden? As if she had just heard some terrible news.

Agrigoth was quick to interject as he gestured towards the stack of parchment in my hand. “In any regard, were such initiatives successful in gaining the desired buyers?” He asked. “I have not heard of such a net, but I am certain such a thing does not exist in Gashur. Certainly,, this will work with what we have on hand.”

It was my turn to be confused as I glanced at Dumag. He was returning a serious expression that I couldn’t quite place, but I nodded as I turned back to Agrigoth. “I’m not that good at history, but it was lucrative when it lasted. The company that first started it is probably worth billions right now.” A look of relief washed over Agrigoth’s face as he glanced towards Rulfim. A similar expression of ease was appearing on her as well.

Agrigoth quickly took over again as he handed the rose back to Dumag. “Fantastic. As well, I wished to ask this question in the presence of my daughter so that she might know what to expect as well. This farm of your family’s, do you know of any supplies they might require? I would wish to set aside such cuts if our outing is indeed lucrative.”

Dumag took the carving gingerly as he thought for a moment before nodding. “I believe their paddocks are due for repairs. It would do my brother much good to replace a few posts and rebuild one of the gates. I cannot say for certain that is what he would purchase, but it is what comes to mind when I consider the state the farm is in.”

Agrigoth nodded as he pulled a slip of parchment from his shawl and jotted something down. “Excellent. I will be sure to set aside such supplies during our journey.” He then slipped the parchment back into his shawl as he clapped his hands together. “Now then. If there are any other requests or questions you have of me, do not be afraid to ask. I will be working diligently to ensure your order is up to standards. We should be ready to deliver within a week or so.”

I nodded gratefully as I grinned in response. “I look forward to it. It’ll be nice to get something new in the barn.”

Agrigoth grinned, but before he could respond, Dumag stepped forward. “I would prefer if the lockbox was completed sooner. Is there any way we may expedite its construction?”

Agrigoth hesitated for a moment before nodding, tapping the shawl and causing a metallic clink to sound. “With the payment already made, of course, I can accomplish such a request. Return in two days and I shall have it prepared.”

Dumag nodded gratefully as he gave a rare grin. “That is far more manageable for our requirements. Thank you.”

Agrigoth nodded as he turned back to me. “I hope you will return should you need any other furniture. I have heard how intensive the study of magic can be. A good desk is always in demand.”

I nodded before recalling the desk I’d seen outside, a twinge of curiosity welling from within as I considered the ornate engravings. I gestured towards where I thought it was as I asked the first question that came to mind. “Speaking of desks, what’s the story of that dark wood one in the store? I’ve seen a couple of fancy desks, but none as well designed as that.”

Agrigoth chuckled at the question as he glanced towards his proteges. “That piece was a commission for a merchant, one that I have not seen in some time. I can only assume he had second thoughts as he had some rather choice words when last I presented it to him.”

I felt my heart sink slightly at the news. “I guess it’s not for sale then,” I said sadly.

Agrigoth chuckled as he shook his head. “It is open for purchase,” he replied. “However, I have yet to find a buyer that is willing to stomach the remaining payments. The work to complete it was rather substantial.”

At that, I felt a twinge of intrigue. “How much is left?” I asked curiously. “It can’t be that much.”

Agrigoth actually laughed at that and took a moment to collect himself as he shook his head. “I have yet to meet one fortunate enough to consider ten thousand teef to be ‘not that much.’”

I let out an astonished oooo as I mentally measured against the 500 teef a month that was serving as my allowance. “That’s a lot more than I expected,” I admitted. “Like, holy shit. How is it that expensive?”

Agrigoth chuckled at my expression of shock as he replied. “The material the merchant requested is of a rare variety. I can only obtain the material twice a year if I am lucky. Once when the caravan makes their way to Snakhagr and again at the harvest festival. The engravings were also time-consuming to create as well as design. What’s more, there is a series of internal mechanisms that he wished for me to construct. I am uncertain of their final purpose, but he was insistent that it be built to the exact specifications he provided.”

I felt a sense of intrigue and curiosity at the idea of a hidden aspect to the desk. “Now you’re just giving me a sales pitch. Who wouldn’t want a mysterious desk with a hidden feature?”

Agrigoth chuckled again as he tapped another part of his shawl. “One who is unable to purchase this mysterious desk. What’s more, I am still unable to understand the functions of the desk. I have tried, but the schematics are not of the descriptive variety.”

I laughed at the idea as I glanced back towards the door. “That just makes it all the more interesting,” I admitted. I turned to Dumag as I gave him an enthusiastic grin. “I’m so coming back here when I have the funds. This is just a puzzle waiting to be solved.”

Dumag nodded reluctantly as he glanced towards the door as well and slipped the rose back into his satchel. “In any regard, we have matters to attend to.” He turned back to Agrigoth as he tapped a clenched fist to his chest. “I thank you for your discretion at our request. I will return once the box is ready.” He then turned and motioned for me to follow.

I nodded as I gave Agrigoth a wave. “See you later,” I called.

Agrigoth nodded as he tapped a fist to his chest as well. “Good luck on your duties, Dexter.”

With that, I turned and followed Dumag back through the workshop and out of the shop. The clerk gave us a brief nod as we passed and I stole one last glance towards the Ornate dark wood desk in the corner before following Dumag outside, heading towards WhiteRock prison and the next part of our plan.



Amelia



I let out a sigh as I moved the last pile of books onto a temporary table. I remember sorting through them long ago, but I was still surprised at the sheer volume that Dexter had brought with him. The assorted junk and other knick-knacks had been stacked as efficiently as possible, giving me and Bruga room to actually sort through the items from the Archive. As well, it allowed me to sort through the magical items Dexter and I could use. The manastones would naturally be useful for our purposes, but we needed to make sure they were charged first. I waved a hand over them and cast the incantation for Detect Mana. Most of them returned as full five-point manastones, but a handful had only one point of mana, likely the ones that Salthu used to teleport back to the city and the two I’d used in the hideout against the Elites. I set those aside in case we needed to go out again, just to be sure we weren't overestimating our strength.

Bruga joined me at the table as she set a few pouches down beside me. “Some of Dumag’s pouches,” she explained. “I believe these were filled with a few manastones and some enchanted armaments. Perhaps you and your companion could find some use in them.”

I nodded as I pulled open one of the pouches and found a few jade amulets near the lip of the bag. I pulled out a pair and set them aside as I nodded gratefully. “We’ll see what these are if the custom enchantment ends up taking a while.”

Bruga nodded as she moved over and gathered a few of the blankets that gave off a smokey aura. “Each item will take a few days to enchant, assuming we merely enhance the base function of an item and do not bestow it with unique abilities.”

I turned to her curiously as I opened another bag and found a bunch of bracelets within. “Will it really take that long?” I asked, disappointed.

Bruga nodded in response as she set the bundles of fur beside the other magical knick-knacks that weren’t really useful in a battle. “Enchanting is a careful and time-consuming process. Many enchantments require a full understanding of the intricate interactions of mana on the person. If one item is to work with another, then both enchantments must be understood to their fullest. Otherwise, neither effect will function and you have merely ladened yourself with adverse effects.”

I let out a reluctant sigh as I pulled two bracelets out and set them with the jade necklaces. “We’ll have to pick and choose carefully then,” I said thoughtfully. “Night vision is only useful in caves and other dark places and I honestly hope we’re not about to go back in again.”

Bruga let out a sigh as she moved over and gathered a bundle of staves. “I would hope that the Elites do not force our hand too soon. However, we must be prepared for such an event, should it arise.”

I nodded again as I slowly started working through each pouch; bracers, rings, amulets, circlets, and more started piling next to the two pieces I had already extracted. I wasn’t sure of the function of each item, but it wouldn’t hurt to set them aside in case we needed them. “Let’s hope Dexter and Dumag can set that trap and book the training time,” I practically sighed. “I’ve not been able to spar since Dexter was training for the arena.”

Surprisingly, Bruga chuckled at the mention of the arena. “I am still in awe at the spectacle that day. The troll is one of the arena's most challenging battles and your companion dispatched it with such grace and precision. I was almost certain they would fail when the battle started, but your companion appeared to act as a rallying point for the other trainees. I am grateful that he chose to include me in his plans for Vedug.”

I let out an embarrassed sigh as I brushed my hair behind my ear. “I wish people would stop calling him my companion. It sounds … weird.”

Bruga gave me a confused expression as she set the staves next to the pile of blankets. “Is that not accurate?” She asked. “Why would you be ashamed to call him your companion.”

I let out an exasperated sigh as I mulled over the idea for a moment. “It’s not about accuracy,” I admitted. “It just seems a weird thing to call someone. I’ve only known him for a couple of months and it just seems … weird.”

Bruga paused in her work as she turned to me, a hesitant expression on her face. “Do you … have feelings for him?” She asked suddenly.

The question more than caught me off guard and I found myself choking on my own spit as I inhaled sharply. I took a minute to compose myself as I felt my face go beat red. “W-what gave you that idea?” I asked quickly. “W-we don’t even sleep on the same floor.”

At my discomfort, Bruga appeared to give an amused smile. “What’s with this place and people laughing at my expense?” I thought angrily. Before I could continue, Bruga shrugged as she turned back to work, grabbing a few of the sunstone lamps and putting them with the staves and blankets. “Distance is not relevant to the desires of the heart,” she said slyly. “Dumag and I live across the city from one another and-” She stopped as she pursed her lips suddenly, glancing my way.

I immediately felt a wave of sympathy as I saw her expression. “Why is it such a big deal?” I asked suddenly, catching myself off guard. “Why are you two so embarrassed about your relationship? You’re both adults. I don’t see why it’s such a big deal.”

Bruga sighed hesitantly as she glanced away, still pursing her lips. She finally let out a reluctant groan as she set the sunlamps down and rubbed her neck timidly. “It is complicated,” she admitted cryptically. “We are meant to be co-workers; teachers of the Institute. We are not meant to fraternize with one another.”

I scoffed as I moved the pile of pouches to the side to scoot closer to Bruga. “Why’s that?” I asked. “Is there a rule? Some kind of disciplinary code about relationships?”

Bruga let out another sigh as she continued to rub the back of her neck. “It is complicated,” she repeated. “There is no disciplinary code, as you put it, but it is frowned upon. More so considering it is known that I am unwed.”

I let out another exasperated sigh as I gestured insistently. “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked. “Surely it’s not that big a deal. Why would it matter if they knew that?”

Bruga let out a sigh once more as she bowed her head, fiddling with her fingers. “I suppose you would not know this, being an outsider and all,” she remarked, turning away timidly.

I waited for her to continue, to explain her remark and justify her discomfort at people knowing her and Dumag’s relationship. I let out a sympathetic sigh as I glanced back at the pile of items I had created. Most of the items were some form of jewelry with a few bracers and two pieces of leather orcish armor. I definitely needed to learn Brokil’s identify spell at some point. I could try and conceptualize what each of them might be useful for, but my mind was elsewhere as I tried to formulate my next words delicately. “Is it something you’re comfortable talking about?” I asked, turning back to Bruga.

Bruga hesitated again as she let out a sigh. “I’m uncertain,” she admitted timidly. “Perhaps another day, but not today.”

I nodded understandingly as I stood and stretched. “That’s okay. You can share once you’re comfortable.” Bruga grinned happily as she let out a sigh of relief and turned back to work. I glanced upstairs as I heard the wind whistle and a bang as one of the doors upstairs appeared to slam before being blown open again. I pointed towards the ladder as I began to head over. “I’m going to go up to close those. It’ll be distracting if they do that again.” Bruga nodded as she picked up one of the Archive crates and moved it over with the other artifacts, but didn’t say anything more. I was pretty sure she had a bit to think about now.

I turned and climbed the ladder into the loft, glancing too and fro to see the doors swung wide open, the one to the left occasionally swinging to close but then being pushed open by the wind from inside. I moved over to the swinging door and pulled it close, latching it with a built-in wooden bar to prevent it from being yanked open again. I turned and moved to repeat the process with the opposite door. The wind was already dead with the closing of the first door, but I’d rather not leave the other one open to the elements. I leaned out and grabbed an iron handle embedded into the wooden slab and pulled hard, fighting the wind for a moment before it actually helped push the door close. I repeated the latching process and began to turn away when a corner of the loft caught my eye. A pile of bedding was resting in the corner of the room, obviously something from Dexter’s supplies as I recognized it as made of linen. I let out a sigh as I walked over to pick up the pile. “I’m going to have to wash these,” I muttered, seeing the dirt and dust-covered cloth and grabbing at the pile. I stopped as my hands hit something much firmer than linen, something rigid and … square?

My brow furrowed as I let go and lifted the linen sheet. Beneath the folded cloth was a cardboard box, the black writing of MISC still prominent but stained from sitting here for who knows how long. The top of the box was closed and I could see more linen poking out from the slits. “What the hell?” I muttered, opening the box and removing the second layer of cloth. What greeted me made my heart stop as I froze in confused terror. A thick leather blindfold and a series of gags and collars greeted me. It took all of my willpower to not let out a loud gasp and likely draw Bruga’s attention. I quickly swallowed the knot in my throat as I glanced back, ensuring Bruga was in no rush to follow me up the ladder. I turned back as I saw no one and felt my heart pounding in my chest, my eyes wandering over the perverse toys. Lengths of rope, cuffs, and a riding crop stuck out to me before I had the sense to cover the pile and look away. I felt the heat in my face as my mind raced with the implications of my discovery. “He’s into this stuff? How the fuck did I not notice this before? I wonder how they’d feel. What The Fuck? Stop!” I let out a forcibly calming sigh as I clenched my eyes shut, trying to forget that I had seen the box. I threw the linen back on top and closed the box before replacing the linen that had acted as the box’s hiding place. I stood and turned to quickly walk back to the ladder; beginning to climb down before stopping as I saw the pile again, still sitting in the corner. I had just the briefest moment of hesitation as my panic and embarrassment developed just a twist of curiosity. I had one more thought wander through my head before I quickly continued to descend the ladder. “I had no idea Dexter was so … interesting.”
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Dexter



The next stop for me and Dumag was WhiteRock prison; the place that once housed the general until just a few days ago. If the Elites were going to be drawn in, we needed to put the artifacts where we might keep their friends. If my guess was right, they wouldn’t think it weird that we stuck them in the same place they just broke out from. The white stone monolith of a prison loomed closer as we approached, marked by the familiar sign above the door, an orc trapped behind a series of wrought-iron bars. My mind meandered back to Agrigoth’s as we approached, nagging at me as it focused on my words to Rulfim. It juggled them obsessively as I tried to make sense of her downcast expression. I let out a sigh as I shook my head and tried to banish the repeating thoughts. Dumag appeared to notice my discomfort and turned to me with concern. “Is something the matter?” He asked.

I let out a sigh as I shook my head again. “It’s nothing,” I replied dismissively, trying to convince myself as well. “Just something that’s bugging me.”

Dumag gave me a skeptical look as we continued walking. “I have not known you for long,” he admitted, “but even I know when you are being dishonest.” The silence hung for a moment before he continued. “Is it something of significance?” He probed.

I sighed again as I stopped and nervously rubbed the back of my neck. Dumag stopped as well as he turned to me expectantly. I thought for a moment before finally formulating my words, the obsessive thoughts disintegrating as it was exposed to the light. “I said something wrong back there, didn’t I.” Dumag didn’t reply for a second and I assumed I was being unclear. “Back when I was examining their catalog,” I explained, gesturing back the way we’d come. “I’ve had enough encounters like that to know when it happens. I say something and all of a sudden someone or everyone around me glares at me as if I’d just spat in their face. It happened there, didn’t it.”

Dumag glanced away for a moment as he appeared to consider before turning back. “I believe your words were rather dismissive of the girl’s idea,” he finally replied. “I would have chosen gentler words but I believe it only gave haste to their notion of business. However, I fail to see the significance of this revelation.”

I let out an exasperated sigh as I stared upward. “Of course that’s why.” I sighed. “I should have known.” I turned back to see Dumag giving me a look of hesitation and I explained further. “I … have trouble selecting the same words everyone else does. Sometimes that results in making it seem like I’m apathetic or that I have a distaste for whatever they just said. I don’t mean it. If anything, I’m trying to convey a different idea. It’s just … I tend to fall short on what I actually mean.”

Dumag glanced back the way we’d come as he let out a thoughtful hmm. “If you are aware of this,” he said thoughtfully, “have you not attempted to expand your vernacular and mitigate such events?”

I let out an exasperated sigh as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “It’s not as simple as that. I’ve tried to be more conscious of what I say but I can’t help what comes out of my mouth sometimes. It’s a deeper problem than just what words I know.”

Dumag furrowed his brow at the retort as he tilted his head. “You have no means of dissuading such problems?”

I let out another sigh as I shook my head again. “It runs in the family,” I muttered angrily. “It’s a problem that my dad and all of my siblings have. I-” I hesitated for a moment as I realized I might have said too much again. I turned to Dumag and saw that he had a stoic but thoughtful expression.

He gave me a curious look as he saw that I had stopped mid-sentence. “This is an ailment you are aware of?” He asked, likely asking what the ailment was as well.

I let out one last sigh as I considered what to say next, wondering if I was comfortable revealing this about myself. I gritted my teeth sharply as I reminded myself of what we’d gone through already. I owed him my life. The least I could do was be honest with him. I let out a slow breath as I chose my words carefully. “Yeah. It’s something I’m aware of,” I admitted. “It’s something my dad has known about since his surgery.” Dumag gave me a quizzical look and I quickly explained. “It’s a procedure, kind of like a ritual, where certain humans put another human to sleep with the help of drugs. Then they cut them open and perform certain tasks on the organs inside. Amelia would know more; you should ask her. In any case, my family has an abnormal brain structure. From what my dad has told me, it’s a dominant trait, something that Iand all of my siblings have.” I tapped my head as I tried to remember where the specific structure was located. “The hypothalamus, the part of the brain that deals with emotions and other things, it’s inflamed; larger than normal, specifically around the parts that deal with emotion. I’m pretty sure my dad just called it overdeveloped.”

Dumag’s curious expression did not falter as he continued to gaze at me. “This is the reason for your irritation?” He asked astutely.

I nodded as I rubbed the back of my neck. “In all honesty, I sometimes wish it would never happen.” I sighed. “It’s useful when you want to be loud but it just gets in the way most of the time, especially when it comes to making friends. It used to be terrible to deal with. Hell, I’ve been friends with Damian for so long because he understood that I couldn’t control my emotions.”

Dumag nodded as well as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I have not considered outlying conditions.” He remarked. “I merely assumed this to be a product of your parentage.”

It was my turn to give Dumag a curious look. He was strangely understanding of what I was talking about. “No, it’s definitely not from my parents,” I remarked, a little insulted at the idea. “If anything, my dad helped me control it. … You’re not curious about how we know what the structure does?”

Dumag looked taken aback for a moment then shrugged. “I have a passing understanding of Cerebration,” he explained. “I know that the mind is composed of many individual components and it is these united functions that produce thought. I am curious how you outsiders came to know the mind, but if your creations are beyond my understanding, then it stands to reason so is your worldly knowledge.”

I let out a sigh of relief as I chuckled to myself. “I guess I should have considered you knew about that already. Though, I assume you would have a different name for the part that I’m talking about.”

Dumag nodded again, as he tilted his head, seeming to think heavily. “I cannot recall much, but I am certain I have not heard of a hy-po-thal-amus before. … Are there any other effects that come about from your condition?”

I let out a reluctant sigh as I nodded, recalling the very reason that I had stopped us in the first place. “Yeah. Unfortunately, there are,” I admitted, not quite liking my own explanation. “My dad explains it better. Then again, he’s the one that’s explained it more. It basically goes like this. There’s only so much room in the head for the brain. If one part is larger than normal then other parts of my brain have to be smaller to make space. Usually, it’s localized in one part, but other times it’s smaller pieces from multiple parts. For my dad, it was many parts that were shrunk down. For me and my siblings, it seems that different parts got the short end of the stick for each of us. For me, it was my empathy and my ability to consider the feelings of others. That’s why …” I let out a tired sigh as I gestured back towards Agrigoth’s. “That’s why I seemed so dismissive. That’s why I’m not great with people. I’m not as able to consider how my words might come across. It’s been a problem I’ve had for my whole life. It’s rare that I ever foresee the problem beforehand and counteract it. … It’s just how I am.” I dropped my head slightly as a feeling of depression washed over me. It was hard when I was younger, back before I knew how to handle my own emotions. I could recall countless times when I just wished I could be rid of this affliction when I couldn’t keep it together; friendships ruined, classmates appalled by me, teachers thinking I was having trouble at home. It was honestly a bit of relief that we moved. At least there I could have a fresh start.

Dumag was silent as I mulled over my thoughts. After a moment he let out a thoughtful sigh, causing me to look up. He was running a finger across the scar on his face as he spoke. “We do not choose our demons,” he muttered, “but we can choose how to fight them.” He was silent for another moment as he seemed to think deeply. He finally sighed again as he turned back to me. “I cannot say I understand your plight,” he admitted. “Even comprehending this ailment and its implication will take effort on my part. However, I can stand by your side, should you ever require assistance.” He rested a hand on my shoulder as he gave me a rare smile. “I am glad that you confided in me. I am certain the others will understand as well.”

Strangely, the assurance gave me some form of relief. I let out a sigh as my anxiety seemed to dissipate from my shoulders. I turned to the prison before us as I finally focused on the task at hand. “Let’s do it then,” I muttered determinedly. “We have a trap to bait.”

With that, Dumag and I entered the prison proper. The white marble stone continued throughout the building and appeared to act as a harsh insulator. Just stepping into the entrance room felt like stepping into a warm bath. The room itself was heavily guarded, each exit flanked by a pair of guards. Two of the exits near the back were locked behind a series of thick wrought iron bars each leading towards a wing of cells while two other exits, hidden behind more sensible but still formidable-looking doors, near the front led to some place I hadn’t seen before. Torches sat in sconces, bolted along the wall intermittently and casting the light in a familiar orange hue. The far wall also had a large door, bound in more wrought iron and carved with an intricate design of swirls and lines. It kind of reminded me of one of those old Viking designs. The door was guarded by a stone desk, behind which sat no less than three different guards. It looked like one of those bank teller desks, without the large plexiglass dividers. All eyes turned as Dumag and I entered the room.

I leaned towards Dumag as I scanned the room in kind. “There are a lot more here than I remember,” I whispered.

Dumag nodded as his stern expression returned. “Of course,” he breathed in response. “Their most valuable prisoner was allowed to walk free under their guard. There is every reason to be cautious.”

I nodded as we walked forward, approaching the stone desk at the far end of the room. “Well, let’s hope they’re open to this idea,” I said quietly, closing the gap between us and the desk.

The three orcs behind the solid stone counter eyed me and Dumag as we approached, likely on alert from the recent breakout. I stepped up to the middle orc as I tried to put on a reassuring smile. He did not appear to return the sentiment. “Outsider?” He asked, skepticism dripping from his voice as he reached for something behind the desk.

I nodded affirmatively as I rested my hand on the desk. “Is your warden in?” I asked, getting to the point quickly. “My friend and I have something we need to discuss with him.”

The orc gave a knowing glance to the guard on his left, causing them to stand and circle the desk, moving towards one of the doors near the front of the room. The guard tapped the desk, drawing my attention as he set down two vials and a small needle. “What is your business here?” He asked, a hint of curiosity hidden amongst the monotony of a rehearsed line.

I failed to notice as I glanced back and saw the guard enter the door on the left side of the room. “It’s about those guys that busted the general out,” I replied. Turning back to the first orc. He gave me an even more quizzical look as Dumag reached into his bag and rummaged for the pouch of enchanted items. “We might have a way of drawing them back.”

The orc continued to give me a quizzical look as he dipped a fresh quill into the inkwell and began writing. “And what are your names?” He continued, keeping his monotonous tone of rehearsal. I nodded as Dumag finally extracted the pouch and we performed a quick introduction. The guard nodded as he jotted something down then glanced at something on the desk, hidden by a dividing wall. “And do you have any intention that would harm the security or integrity of this prison?” He asked, not looking at us directly.

I glanced at Dumag again, really confused before turning back and shaking my head. “Not really, no,” I replied. A brief shift in color flashed across the guard's face before it returned to its normal hue.

The guard waited a moment before glancing at Dumag expectantly. Dumag hesitated for a second before growing his own reply of “Of course not.”

The guard glanced again as a brief flash of color appeared behind the divider before he nodded and jotted something down, letting out a sigh of relief. “As a precautionary measure, I shall have to ask the both of you to submit a sample of your essence.” He then finally placed the needle and the two vials on the counter. “Any amount will do,” he said as he gestured at the glass containers. “Just be quick about it.” I glanced at Dumag then at the guards around us as I tried to take in the atmosphere. There was a silent tension in the guards that wasn’t there when I last visited. I reasoned that it was justified to be this nervous. They just had the most infamous escape occur not even a day ago. The general was still out there, after all. I nodded as I finally picked up one of the vials and the needle. It appeared to be made out of some kind of animal bone and was sharpened to a point. It wasn’t as small as a sewing needle, but it wasn’t a large thing either. It was more like a toothpick that threatened to cut me at any moment. I chuckled to myself as I realized, “That’s exactly what it was about to do.”

I let out a calming breath as I lifted the needle to the index finger on my left hand. “Mathew always hated needles,” I said, distracting myself for a moment before I quickly jabbed. I was rewarded with a sharp twinge of pain and a drop of blood quickly beginning to pool on the tip of my finger. Unfortunately, my own reminder of my oldest brother sent a wave of remorse over me. I handed the needle to Dumag as he took his own vial and I distracted myself again by finishing the purpose of the pinprick. I squeezed out a drop or two and let it fall into the tiny glass container. The container was so small, that even such a small amount appeared to fill it halfway. I instinctively sucked on the offending digit as I finished extracting and handing the vial to the guard. I glanced at Dumag out of curiosity and was surprised to see he had still not pricked himself. “What’s wrong?” I asked, removing the finger for a moment to look up at Dumag.

Dumag did not answer at first, instead choosing to stare solemnly at the needle, contemplating quietly. He finally let out a sigh as an expression of … nostalgia? … crossed his face. “I once considered myself a follower of Xutjja,” He sighed. “Yet I have spilled so much blood that I am uncertain if I would be acknowledged anymore.”

I felt a twinge of realization as I recalled what Bruga had said back at the farm. “That’s your moon god, right?” I asked. “You consider blood to be sacred.”

Dumag nodded solemnly as another rare smile crossed his face. “I suppose Bruga told you such,” he said wistfully. He continued to grin as he stared at the needle for another moment longer.

I gave him a curious look as I recalled he had willingly given some of his blood to complete the tracking spell. “Does he ever make exceptions?” I asked. “It’s not going to doom you or anything.”

Dumag chuckled at the apparent absurdity of the remark. “I see she did not tell you much beyond the sanctity,” He said cryptically. He shook his head as he quickly pressed the needle into his skin, not so much as flinching as he pinched a few drops into his own vial. “I oft forget your inexperience with my people. Your mannerisms are so akin to our teachings that one could almost mistake you for one of us.”

I chuckled as Dumag set his vial on the counter as well, pressing into his cut as he returned the bone needle. “Again, you can thank my dad for that,” I repeated. “He taught a lot of the things I know.” I fiddled with the tiny pinprick on my hand as the guard behind the counter took the vials and appeared to tie a label to each. I thought forlornly about my current predicament as I was reminded that I was technically trapped in this new world. “I hope my family is doing okay,” I muttered, almost to myself. “I can’t imagine what must be going through their heads right now.”

I barely noticed Dumag nodding solemnly as he patted a calloused hand on my shoulder comfortingly. “I am certain they are well,” He sighed. “If they are anything like you, then they are-”

“Outsider!” A jovial shout echoed from behind us, causing me and Dumag to turn with a start. A new orc was walking over, accompanying the orc that had left his seat behind the stone desk. I recognized him offhandedly as the warden of the prison. The guards around us seemed to tighten their stance, not relaxing under the apparently relaxed expression of their boss. Unlike most other orcs, he had a dark beard covering his jaw. A glint of metal peaked out from beneath his shawl, hinting at the chest plate that sat hidden behind the drape of fur. A large mace hung from his hip, splatters of dried blood sprinkling the heavy weapon. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” The warden continued, not moving to introduce himself.

I let out a tired sigh as the shout of “Outsider!” still rung in my head. “Just call me Dexter, please,” I said first and foremost. “But we’re here to discuss something that might interest you.”

The warden’s relaxed expression appeared to falter and briefly be replaced with … concern? “Does this matter relate to … the convict?” He asked hesitantly, managing to keep his jovial expression.

I glanced at the surrounding guards, a bit on edge by the warden’s demeanor. “I think we might have a solution,” I replied, trying to be as vague as possible. “Do you have a safe place to talk?”

The warden nodded as he glanced at the guard behind the desk. “Have you taken a sample of their essence?” He asked. The guard nodded as he held up the two vials, each with a label now tied to their short neck. The warden nodded in response as he turned back to me and Dumag and gestured for us to follow. “Come. Let us speak in my office.” He then pointed to the guard still holding up the vials. “Take those to the cold storage room.” The guard nodded without question and stood just as the other guard took his seat back behind the desk. Dumag and I followed the warden as he led us towards the door. I half expected it to open and find us standing in his office, but instead, the door just led to a long hallway, more doors, and doorways lining either side of the walls. The warden tapped on the pale white stone as we passed. “The prison is surrounded by the guard’s quarters,” he explained as he appeared to notice my confusion. “Any attempt to chisel or dig through the walls will only ever lead them to their demise.” I nodded as I peaked into one of the doorways and saw a medieval kitchen, a pair of orcs working diligently to prepare some kind of stew in a large cauldron set above a fireplace in the wall.

I glanced in another door and saw a wide array of weapons, one orc using some sort of spinning stone to sharpen an axe. I turned back down the hallway in time to see another pair of orcs, carrying what looked to be beets and cabbage in wooden bins and squeezing past, our group heading the other way. I wiped a veil of sweat from my forehead as I realized that it was hot and the vegetables that had just gone by still had a thin layer of frost to them. “What’s with the heat?” I asked, fanning myself with my shirt. “It seemed so cool back near the entrance.”

Strangely, the warden let out a barking laugh as he glanced back at me. “I suppose you would not know,” he remarked cryptically. He seemed about to continue but appeared to stop himself as he shook his head. “A matter best discussed in my office,” He appeared to say to himself. “After a few of my questions are answered.”

I glanced towards Dumag to get a bead on his thoughts. He merely wiped a trail of sweat from his own head as he shrugged. I turned back as we continued to follow the warden, turning first one corner then another. The heat appeared to amplify as we walked between the first and second corners. Out of curiosity, I tapped my sweat-soaked hand on the wall but flinched back as the perspiration quickly steamed and evaporated away. “What the fuck?” I muttered, fanning my hand in the hot air.

The warden chuckled as he appeared to notice my confusion. “I suppose the fires are rather high today,” He chuckled, scratching his dry head as he led us further along the hall. “I shall have to make a note to the keepers.”

I let out an annoyed sigh as I glanced around. The hallway itself didn’t seem to branch or turn beyond the two corners I could see. I felt my scalp grow damp and I wiped away the sweat once more. Strangely enough, the layout seemed familiar. We passed more doors and I glanced in, seeing more guards tending to their gear or resting, likely waiting for their next shift. A few glanced our way as we passed, but relaxed as we moved on. It wasn’t until we turned the second corner and I saw a third in the distance did I realize what it was. The hallway was laid out similarly to the Institute, looping back on itself and forming a large ring around the center of the building. What I also noticed was the heat quickly dissipating, a strange sensation as the warden led us toward the center of the long hallway. Here, the hallway formed a T, leading into an alcove with a large pair of double doors at the end of it. Similar engraving as the one I had seen at the front entrance was carved into this door, but there appeared to be greater care and detail put into this guardian. Faint runic glyphs were scattered about the door, glowing and fading at random intervals as we approached. The door was flanked by two guards, each tapping their fist to their chest as the warden approached. “At ease,” the warden muttered, placing a hand on the door. The door’s glyphs appeared to flash for a moment before the door let out a loud clunk and began to swing open. The warden gestured for me and Dumag to follow him inside before closing the door behind us.

The room within was a strange combination of cozy and immaculate. A thick stone desk sat in the center of the room upon which were scattered a series of papers and inkwells and various knickknacks. The far wall had its own fireplace going, something I found rather strange to need after walking through that sweltering hallway. Above that seemed to rest innumerable trophies. Deer, bear, boar, and even an oversized falcon head that I was almost afraid to ask about. The mantle above the fireplace was similarly decorated with what looked to be trophies of a different variety. A curving sword, an elven helmet with a distinctive dent in it, a pouch of a different quality than the ones I had seen Dumag use. The left wall was dominated by an all-encompassing bookshelf, filled with what looked to be old tomes. The right wall was similarly filled with more weapons; axes, maces, swords, even a flail, the handle splintered and dangling where it was hung. The warden moved around and sat at the desk, gesturing for me and Dumag to sit in a pair of chairs in front of the desk.

Dumag and I complied as the warden laced his fingers together and rested his head upon them. “Now then,” he said, his jovial tone now replaced with a more stern expression. “What is this solution you have devised?”

I glanced towards Dumag, once again trying to get a bead on his thoughts but only being met with his usual serious expression. I finally sighed as I gestured towards the door behind us. “Can I first ask what that sweltering hallway was about?” I asked, fanning my chest with my shirt.

The warden smirked and chuckled at my curiosity as he reached down and placed a familiar-looking candle on the desk; white wax with green and yellow flakes dotted throughout. “Of course,” he said turning and reaching towards the fireplace behind him. He grabbed a long stick and dipped it into the crackling embers, allowing the implement to catch before turning back and using it to light the candle he had just grabbed. “But first,” he said, tossing the stick into the fire once the candle was lit, “We must first establish ourselves.” His grin didn’t falter as he introduced himself. “I am Rurigig Knuguk, warden of this prison, and I would first ask your names, relevant titles, and intentions before I answer any of your questions; from both of you of course.”

The candle suddenly flickered and the flame turned green, marking itself as a Candor Candle. I nodded as I understood his request and promptly complied. “I am Dexter Rodriguez,” I responded, “Champion of the Butterfly, and I’m here to try and capture the people that facilitated the general’s escape.” The warden glanced at the candle and watched the green flame before nodding and turning to Dumag.

Dumag introduced himself as well as he reached into his shawl and extracted the pouch of items. “I am Dumag Urbul, a teacher at the Institute, and I have brought a set of objects that will draw them back towards this prison.”

Rurigig raised an eyebrow at the claim as he glanced at the candle, once again watching it turn a bright green before turning back to us, snuffing out the candle with the tips of his fingers. “I must say, I find that hard to believe,” He said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “They were so elusive that rumor has it no one even saw their face. Hard to believe, naturally,” he said as he leaned back in his seat and spread his arms out. “As you saw, there is constant movement within these walls and more within the cells of this prison.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh. “Well, if you can believe it, what your guards didn’t see weren’t their faces.”

The warden cocked an eyebrow as his expression briefly shifted to confusion. “Is that so?” He asked skeptically.

I nodded as I gestured to the pouch in Dumag’s hand. “The people we’re looking for are far more capable than you can imagine,” I explained. “From our brief encounter with them, we learned that they use magical items to sneak by unnoticed. Fortunately, we were able to capture some of them and we plan to use these to draw the others in.”

The warden’s eyes narrowed at the claim, seemingly unconvinced at the prospect. He finally gestured for Dumag to hand over the pouch as curiosity appeared to get the best of him. Dumag complied and set the pouch on the desk in front of the warden. Rurigig reached his hand into the pouch, surprised at the fact that his entire forearm seemed to disappear before he finally extracted the iron key. He set the item down as he reached in again and extracted the feather, then the elven pouch, and finally the set of bracelets. However, as he set the last item on the desk, the bracelets appeared to touch and a short mace suddenly sprang up and clattered in place on the desk, knocking a few papers and inkwell off and causing all three of us to jump. “What The Sard?” The warden exclaimed, grabbing the handle of his mace and glaring at the intruding weapon.

I jumped in surprise too, practically jumping to stand in my seat, shocked by the loud intrusion. I tilted my head as I examined the handle of the weapon that suddenly appeared before us. At this size, I could see many of the graceful lines and curves that gave the weapon an elven appearance, contrasting the thick and stocky mace still dangling from the warden’s hip. Scanning the handle itself revealed that the bracelets were still there, but they appeared to be hugging the weapon as if the metal itself attracted the items. The one with all the weapon charms appeared to be physically attached while the bronze key just appeared … stuck. I let out a sigh as I reached out and grabbed the bronze key bracelet and pulled. “I think I know what one of these things works now,” With a sharp pop the key came free and the mace quickly shrank back, letting the other bracelet slump onto the desk. “Just … Don’t let them touch.” I set the sister bracelet poignantly away from the other one before sitting back down with a sigh.

The warden’s eyes narrowed a he appeared skeptical of my almost nonchalant reaction to the sudden display of magic. “You did not know this would occur?” He growled. “You did not study these before bringing them here?” He did not sound please with the idea at all.

I felt a twinge of apprehension as I once again felt guiltily in the wrong, but Dumag quickly spoke, cutting off any chance for the thought to sink in. “We were short pressed on time,” He explained, gesturing at the items. “Considering our knowledge of these people and their capabilities we thought it best to secure this in a stalwart location first before extracting their intricate incantations.”

The warden’s eyes narrowed once more as he sat back down and relaxed his grip on the weapon. He sighed as he leaned on the desk, examining the four items at a distance and glancing at the two of us on occasion. He finally sighed again as he once more leaned back in his seat, glancing between me and Dumag. “You had best explain everything,” he said, leaning forward again and resting his knuckles together before setting his head behind his hands. “What you saw, what you did, and what you intend to do now.” He then reached down at tapped the desk, indicating the bundle of objects, before returning to his inspecting pose. “From the beginning, if you must.”

I glanced at Dumag skeptically. He returned a stern expression before nodding. I let out one last tired breath before I turned back to the warden. “This is going to be one long day,” I thought as I began my explanation.
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I attempted to return to some feeling of normality, some anchor of comfort now that Kalise had been traded so frivolously, but I could find none. I found myself wandering aimlessly through the manor, only coming to grips enough to follow Almar’s orders or retrieve food on his behalf. I felt empty and was truly alone for the first time in my life. I had no solace and no means of quenching the feeling of emptiness welling up within. In this time of unease, I thought back to my earliest years, when I still had my mother for comfort. The memory of her was bittersweet for I knew this was but an escape from my grim reality. I remembered her gentle touch, her warm hands, her kind smile, but the one detail that still eluded me was the one that haunted my heart. For the life of me, I could not remember her face. I suppose it did not matter, in the end. She could change her appearance as I could, even hide amongst Adympians, save for their most skilled detectors.

Still, the detail haunted me. It was a reminder of my life of servitude and slavery, that even my early years were to be nothing but cleaning, services, and entertainment. I clenched my fist as I realized that any kin of a slave was to be at the beck and call of people like Almar, as I had been my whole life. My only means of comfort was to be people and places that could change on a whim, the whim of Almar and his family.

I sat on a window sill overlooking the city of Nione, knees clutched close to my chest. It was a place I often waited for Kalise; a place near the kitchen that was still in earshot of the entrance hall. There, I could wait as she worked while still fulfilling my obligation towards Almar. I could be there in a heartbeat should he call for me and Kalise would not have to wander far to find where I rested. I absentmindedly ran a finger along the silver bracelets that bound me to his service as I watched the people bustling by in the city below. The manor sat atop a hill in the center of the city, acting as a beacon of Almar’s authority. Some of the people below wore bracelets similar to my own, made of iron or silver. I knew of the golden bracelets that regal slaves were shackled with, but they would not be wandering the streets so carelessly. The slaves I saw below, I imagined, were rushing about fulfilling the request of their master, acting as either a courier or errand boy. That would be the only reason to wander alone, unaccompanied in this prison of a city.

I looked out farther as a guard’s shout rang out. A figure in the distance, atop the stone wall that encompassed the city, was gesturing wildly, seemingly berating a smaller pair of figures. I squinted as I willed my eyes to adjust, bringing the group of three into focus. It was a simple trick that I had found over my years of beatings and subsequent recoveries. Though it stung my eyes, I could bring that which was distant and watch as if I was right beside the event. Indeed it was as I thought; a captain was berating two recruits, chastising them for the rack of weapons they had seemingly knocked over. The captain wore full plate armor, complete with Almar’s family emblem embossed onto the back. It would be on the front as well and the helmet he wore had a pattern of green and beige plates running down the sides and back. The recruits were dressed similarly, though in much more barebones equipment and with a simple iron helm covering their heads.

They and the captain berating them acted as the enforcers of the city, ensuring law and order was maintained. They may as well have acted as prison guards, ensuring none of the marked slaves left the city without an escort, all at the behest of the warden known as Almar. I sighed as I felt my shoulders slump, my focus widening as my eyes returned to their natural state. Everything around me only served to remind me of Almar, of my place as his servant, as the reason for Kalise’s disappearance. The feeling of emptiness welled up once more.

“Pardon Me.” A voice to my left suddenly made me jump as I turned sharply. The new cook was suddenly at my side, devoid of the familiar apron and wearing a modest attire. His peculiar hat was also gone, replaced with a beige and green muffin hat. He jumped as I turned with a start, but relaxed as I made no further moves. “I apologize,” he sighed, grabbing his hat for a moment and scratching his head tiredly. “I didn't mean to startle you. I was just looking for another servant. She came to me several days ago.” A confused expression replaced my brief fright. Was he speaking of me? Or had another approached him? He continued talking as he noticed my befuddlement. “She is a bit shorter than yourself; braided hair, brown eyes. I had seen her on a few occasions, but I can’t appear to find her now.”

I sighed in relief as I realized what he meant. Of course he had been speaking of me, but at the moment I looked nothing like the elf he was describing. The green eyes and blonde hair was a favorite of Almar’s …. and the large breasts were of no help either. I quietly gritted my teeth as I knew the person I was meant to be imitating; a woman Almar had secretly pined after for decades, long before he wed his wife. Such details could wait, however, as I turned back to the new elf before me. “I know of her,” I responded vaguely, wanting him to speak more. I was curious for his reasons and found people were much more open about their thoughts if they believed particular people were not in the room … and, admittedly, I found comfort in the gentleness of his voice. “Why do you ask?”

The elf let out a sigh as he glanced back and forth, likely trying to see if I had happened to round a nearby corner. “I must admit, I am concerned,” he finally replied, turning back to me. “Her voice was heavy with sorrow when she first spoke to me. Ever since, I have noticed her around the manor with a crestfallen … almost empty expression. I do not normally find the need to pry into such matters, but I feel myself a tad responsible for the aches she may feel. … It was my old mistress that proposed this culinary exchange.”

I felt a chill run down my arm. In my heart, I knew such worries were unfounded. A slave had as much sway over their master as an ant would an elf. Yet, I felt a burning anger flare up at the idea of his mistress stealing away the only friend I had for so long. I looked away, for fear my now emerald eyes betraying the anger within. In the corner of my mind, I heard the elf’s own emotions: guilt, regret, apprehension. He was telling the truth. He was ashamed of the circumstances he was inflicting upon the manor, despite how little control he had over the matter. I pursed my lips for a brief moment as I tried to stifle the anger that was roiling beneath me. “And what would you have of her?” I asked, speaking in a tone better fit for a feud than a conversation. “What makes you think she would wish to speak with you?”

The new cook let out a reluctant sigh as he scratched his head. “I do not know,” he admitted, likely hearing the hostility in my voice. “But I still … feel as if I must make things right. … I was rather curt with her when she first spoke to me. … I wish to make amends for that as well.”

I let out a sigh as I felt my own anger die and the rise in sorrow showed itself once more, thinking on his words. His presence meant the disappearance of Kalise, something that enraged me. Yet, words from my mother surface in my thoughts, drifting loosely in my recent meditation of her. “Do not blame the river banks, for they have no say in where the river flows. They are only present where it travels.” I let out a sigh as I felt the last of my anger dissipate, turning back to the elf as I felt his curious eyes gaze through me. I mentally prodded his emotions; feeling his guilt, his regret, his apprehension, finding a true desire to make things right. I sighed as I prepared myself to change my form. “Well,” I sighed, feeling my spine shrink as I pulled myself into a comfortable form. “You needn’t look any further.”

The cook’s expression and emotion briefly switched to one of confusion before my hair and eyes suddenly shifted color. His eyes widened in shock as my features shifted to the form I had taken when I first spoke to him. All in all, the change took almost a minute. Yet it felt like an eternity with his eyes upon me, drinking in the changing features as it happened. “You are a Nymph,” he gasped, astonished at the spectacle. “I have heard tell of shape-changing creatures, but I have never seen the gift up close.”

I gave him a nod and a sorrowful, almost apologetic, smile as I felt my features settle. His guilt and regret were now replaced with astonishment and shock, but his apprehension remained fixed where it sat. I pursed my lips as I looked away again, his very presence reminding me of my lost friend. “Gawk how you like,” I sighed. “I am used to it.”

The elf suddenly recoiled, as if remembering something rather dire. “I apologize,” he mumbled. “It is just … I have only heard rumors of a nymph’s abilities. I have never seen it in person.”

I nodded, understanding his astonishment. “It is alright. It is something I have grown accustomed to.” The elf nodded as he continued to gaze, still amazed at my near-instant transformation. I waited for a moment for him to speak but pressed him as he failed to utter a single word. “You wished to discuss something?” I prodded, reminding him of the initial words he spoke to me.

The elf suddenly tensed before appearing to collect himself and nodding, replacing his muffin hat with a quick motion “Indeed,” he replied. “I wish to apologize for my rudeness the other day. I did not mean to further trample your spirits that day.”

I shook my head and felt a touch of amusement at his sudden change in demeanor. “You were not so impactful,” I replied, trying to ease his conscience. “Little to nothing could have worsened that day.” I turned to look out over the city of Nione, feeling another wave of sorrow wash over me. “She was a dear friend of mine,” I sighed, briefly forgetting the elf standing next to me.

The elf in question gave me a moment to myself before clearing his throat and adjusting his cap. “In any regard,” he said, drawing my attention once more. “I insist on making amends.”

I gave him a curious look as I heard his emotions shift again; hope, guilt, and apprehension. “You need not trouble yourself,” I replied. “You had no part in these circumstances.”

The elf shook his head as he gestured down the hall. “I insist,” he repeated. “It would weigh on my heart to know you were so burdened.”

I thought about the idea for a moment. It would do me good to break from the monotony I found myself in. Even I could admit as such. I was also curious about this new elf and what he had in mind. After mulling over the possibilities for a moment, I let out a reluctant sigh. “Very well,” I conceded. “What do you have in mind?”

The elf’s emotions shifted again; this time satisfaction, relief, and apprehension. He appeared to think for a moment before smiling and gesturing for me to follow him. “Come,” he said. “I know of a lovely little shop that sells rather delicious tea.”

I furrowed my brow as the new elf began to walk away. “Wait a minute,” I said, standing and chasing after him. “I should not leave the manor. What if Almar calls for me.”

The elf turned and gave me an almost shocked look. His emotions betrayed a similarly disbelieving alignment. “The master does not allow you to leave the manor?” He asked incredulously. “Not even a king would have such restrictive rules for a silver servant.”

I felt my emotions twist at being called a silver servant. Naturally, that’s what the bracelets indicated. The golden variation of bindings was meant to indicate exclusivity to the local merchants or lords. Almar, however, found little need to acquire the true article and settled for the silver bracelets for his personal staff. I lifted my hands as I showed the elf my bindings. “Almar would not purchase such items if they were meant for his wife,” I grumbled. “He is far too frugal for them. He also made it clear that I am to be at his beck and call should he demand it. I have barely left the manor in the last three decades, let alone wandered the city.” I felt my sorrow rise once more as I voiced the thought. I was truly trapped here and nothing I could do would change that.

The elf appeared uncaring of my thoughts and his emotions shifted once more: disgust, intrigue, apprehension. “I suppose such details do not matter,” he mused mysteriously. He then turned and looked me up and down. “Are you comfortable with such attire outside the manor?”

I gave him a confused look, his sudden dismissal of Almar’s word gave me cause for alarm. “I am not so sure,” I said hesitantly. “Almar would not like my absence.”

The elf gestured dismissively as a wry smile briefly crossed his face. “Do not worry about the master,” he replied. “I have dealt with such egotists before.” He then gestured at me again as he repeated his question. “Are you comfortable with such attire?” He asked.

I looked down as I gave the question some thought, still apprehensive at the idea of breaking Almar’s orders. I was presently dressed in a modest dress, a beige and green flower expanding radially from the center of my chest. The sleeves continued the pattern and stopped just before my wrist, keeping the silver bracelet exposed. The hem of my dress stopped just above the floor, expertly hiding the fact that I had nothing protecting my feet. It was the standard attire for the female staff of the manor. I even remember the outsider wearing a similar dress; though she was far too large for it. I had heard Almar promised to supply her with properly fitting attire, but I had doubts on whether he would have ever followed through with that promise. I pursed my lips as the thought of Almar’s retaliation haunted me. He was always creative with his punishments. Yet … I also felt compelled to take the risk. As grim as the thought was, I had grown accustomed to the pain. What’s more, if I wished to know what had become of Kalise, the new cook would be the one to know.

I sighed reluctantly as I lifted the hem of my dress to show my naked toes. “My only discomfort would be my feet,” I replied. “There has been little reason for me to have footwear.”

The elf nodded as he glanced down. “Then we shall have to make another stop during our outing.” He then glanced the way he had been going as he appeared to think deeply. “I believe I saw a cobbler off the main boulevard.” He remarked. “If not, I am certain we can find one if we ask about.” He then turned back and strode past, once again gesturing for me to follow. “For the moment, you need serviceable footwear. Come. I have a spare set you may fit.”

I felt a sense of relief wash over me as I let the hem fall and began to follow … A thought suddenly occurred to me. “May I ask your name?” I said, moving quickly to measure his reaction.

The new elf stopped in his tracks as he too appeared to realize that we did not know each other’s names. For the first time since I had met him, a grin crossed his face as his emotions shifted to a lighter, almost melodious tone. “You may call me Alred,” he replied. “And you are?”

Out of habit, I curtsied as I gave my name. “Chameleon of house Ianpetor,” I said with a practiced cheer in my voice. Alred’s expression shifted to one of disturbed confusion, reflecting his shift in emotions. I felt a hint of embarrassment as I rose from my curtsy. “It is the name Almar has deemed I use,” I explained.

Alred shook his head as he scoffed towards the main hall. “That will not do at all,” he growled. “What is your birth name?”

I hesitated for a moment. No one had ever asked me for my real name. The other servants merely called me Kam or Chameleon. I toyed with the fabric in my dress nervously as I silently pondered my next words. The expectant expression on Alred’s face felt like it was bearing down on me, forcing the information from my lips. “I-I was named M-Maira,” I finally stammered out. “I am afraid it is all that I have left of my time before Almar.”

Alred’s expression changed once more, to one of somber understanding. His emotions once again shifted to a similar state. He appeared to bear his emotions on his sleeve, thus far at least. “That is a lovely name,” he said sweetly. “I am glad you were able to keep something so beautiful.”

I felt a surge of relief, the first sense of comfort I had felt in ages. I nodded gratefully as I felt myself smile. “I hope you were able to do the same, coming here from your previous master.”

Alred smiled at the thought, nodding before gesturing again for me to follow him. “Better yet, I can show it to you. We’ll have to hurry though. I believe the shops will close soon.” I nodded as I kept pace with Alred, my morning thoughts beginning to fade to a bitter but sore memory.



The noise of the bustling city was much more domineering than I anticipated. Spending my days in the manor had given me a modicum of separation that I had not realized till now. Every shouting vendor and slamming door made my heart jump, mixing together in a cacophony of noise that only served to remind me of my disobedience to Almar. I was afraid that every bellow would be from Almar, his harsh reprimands swiftly being followed by his flavor of punishment. Even how closely I followed Alred did not ease my concerns.

Alred, in contrast, appeared unconcerned by the torrent of voices and noise, a smile spreading across his face as he looked around and took in the city of Nione. “Such a quaint little place,” he said cheerily. Indeed, his emotions had shifted from a mix of apprehension and dread to one of tranquil and calm.

I nodded at his last remark as I tried to focus on him, smothering the occasional blast of emotions from passersby. “It is all rather new to me,” I admitted, protectively crossing my arms.

Alred glanced back and appeared to notice my discomfort, patting my shoulder as he pointed towards an intersection ahead. “You will enjoy this, I’m sure,” he said encouragingly.

I peered over the heads before us as I tried to see what Alred was so eager to show me. I may as well have been looking for a quill in a bundle of leaves. The buildings on either side of the street were of more modest construct, simple but precise brick and mortar with wooden beams supporting their structure. They were also made of either thatched roofs or ceramic tiles though I was certain the ceramic tiles were a tad more expensive. The intersection seemed to bustle with activity; some entering a local butcher’s shop, others lining up at a bakery that seemed to produce the most heavenly of aromas. Even a handful of children were crowding around a sweets shop, watching through a window as a worker kneaded a mass of sugary dough. An old and faded memory of such a sweet confection appeared in my mind, but I felt saddened as I realized I could not recall more than the flavor. I almost wished for Alred to lead me inside, but he did not. Instead, he led me past the busy intersection and down a much smaller street, a stark contrast to the space we had just left. I was grateful though. The noise and shouts were not present here and faded as Alred led me away. This street appeared to be filled with much more hands-on practices; blacksmiths, carpenters, and the like. Their wares were much more durable and I suppose required replacing less often. There was even a small tavern, empty for the moment, save for one elf sweeping a bit of dust outside the establishment. I could feel the proud anticipation in Alred’s emotions as he led me past these humble shops.

He finally turned and let out a smile as he pointed a finger skyward, indicating a sign just above a sturdy door. The sign was a simple thing; a small cup that gave off a waft of steam with bundles of dried herbs hanging behind it. The store below it was a small thing, barely as wide as the kitchen in the manor. From what I could see, it seemed the upper floors also served as a dwelling, complete with a few clothes hung out to dry in the window. “The Spice’s Respite,” Alred read proudly. I scrunched my nose at the strange name, giving Alred an apprehensive look. Alred saw my confusion and nodded knowingly. “An odd place, I know, but I have yet to find a better vendor for the idiosyncrasies of my recipes. What’s more, she makes irreplaceable tea. Come. I’ll show you.” He then pushed open the door to the small shop and led me inside.

The tinkling of a bell sounded as we entered and I was hit with a torrent of sharp and flavorful scents. A shrill shout came from somewhere deep in the shop as we stepped inside and let the door close behind us with another tinkle of the bell perching above the door. “Coming!” came the shout, accompanied by the rapid tapping of feet. I looked around the small store in amazement. It appeared that every bit of space was being used, either to dry hanging herbs or display a variety of bags and bottles filled with spices. Even the counter at the far end of the room was laden with spice bags and bottles, a scale barely balancing on the edge at its center.

Just then the pattering stopped, followed by a sharp “Hup!” and an elderly-looking elf hopped up behind the counter. Her wrinkled face told of many grinning nights and the twinkle in her eyes betrayed a devious but kind heart. Her grey and frazzled hair sat atop her head in a messy bun, held together by a string of dried herbs that gave off an even more aromatic scent, if that was even possible in this cave of powders and herbs. Her expression lit up as she saw Alred grinning back at her. “Alred!” She said happily. “I was not expecting you for another few days.” Her eyes darted in my direction as she finally appeared to notice my presence. She chuckled as she appeared to recognize me and turned back to Alred. “So you took my advice, I see,” she smirked.

Alred nodded as she gestured towards me. “Gylledhia, this is Maira. Maira, I’d like you to meet Gylledhia.”

The elderly elf waved cheerily as the introductions concluded themselves. “Hello there,” she said happily.

I waved back timidly, still overwhelmed by the sudden influx of scents and the atmosphere outside. “H-Hello,” I stammered back.

Gylledhia smiled brightly before turning back to Alred. “What can I do for you today?” She asked in that same bright and cheery tone.

Alred grinned back as he held up two fingers. “Two cups of ginger tea, if you can manage.”

Gylledhia’s face suddenly went crestfallen at the request. “I’m sorry dear. I’m afraid I’ve run out of ginger. Is Jasmine acceptable?”

I felt a surge of joy in Alred’s emotions, despite the ill news he had just been given. “You’ve finally got the shipment?” He asked happily.

Gylledhia nodded as she gestured to a corner of the room. Only now did I see the wrought iron table and a trio of chairs seated around it. “It arrived the day after your last visit,” she explained gleefully. “I’ve sampled them myself and I must say it was worth the drachm.”

Alred chuckled as he pulled a chair back and gestured for me to sit. I complied hesitantly as he carried on the conversation. “I am glad you think so. I’m sure my companion will think so as well.” He then took a seat in the second chair, still facing towards the front desk as Gylledhia hopped down from behind it. “What of your spices?” he suddenly asked. “Have you found another customer for your more exotic ingredients?”

A sharp tut suddenly sounded from behind the counter as the pattering began once more. “My daughter managed to sell the last of my ginger to a tavern at the edge of the city. Unfortunately, they were not interested in my Tumeric and Cinnamon. ‘Too sharp for the food,’ they said.” Her remark was punctuated in a mocking singsong tone; understandable, considering the surplus of supply it seemed she had. “I sent her to the Corlaur district this time around. I’m hopeful that they are more sensible in their palettes.”

Alred nodded as the sounds of a small fire began somewhere behind the counter. “If anyone could be interested in your spices, it would be them.”

A grunt of affirmation could be heard behind the counter as a loud clank sounded as well. “My daughter, bless her heart, says I am a fool for still taking their shipments. Mark my words, Nione will know the value of these spices yet.”

Alred nodded in response as he leaned back in his seat. “I am grateful to have found you,” he admitted. “I know of only a handful of merchants who are willing to travel this close to orcish territory. Nione still has to make up for its dangerous past. I am glad to have found a source for the nuances of my recipes.”

Another laugh behind the counter was quickly followed by a whistle from a kettle. The whistling quickly stopped and a sound of pouring replaced it. “The house of Ianpetor used to enjoy my spices,” Gylledhia said remorsefully. “But that damned Almar’s palette has grown soft.” Gylledhia suddenly rounded the corner of the counter, a tray of steaming cups in hand. She wasn’t as short as I had assumed, but she was clearly stocky in height. “What’s more, very few enjoy the tea I brew. Here you go.” She then set the tray on the table, gesturing to the pair of cups proudly. “I hope it’s to the lady’s liking,” she said, grinning in my direction. I hesitated for just long enough for Alred to make the first move.

Alred quickly took a cup and inhaled the still drifting steam; a smile appearing as his emotions once again took on a melodious nature. “I can already tell it will be perfect,” he said happily before taking a gentle sip. His emotions once again shifted, this time taking on a muted but relaxed nature. He turned and grinned contently towards me. “Go ahead,” he said encouragingly. “Try for yourself.”

I hesitated again as I examined the gentle steaming cup. It was a small thing really, a speckled blue and white cup just a bit bigger than my hand filled with an off-brown fluid with the barest hints of herbs floating within. I took the cup gingerly and felt a gentle warmth from the ceramic container, easing my nerves just from its presence. I took a whiff of the drink and found it smelled of honey and flowers. A tentative glance at Alred revealed his encouraging smile once more as he gestured for me to take a sip.

I turned to the warm cup again before taking a tentative taste of the tea. Almost immediately I felt a warmth radiate from my chest, the soft and sweet flavor mixing together in a marvelous dance. I felt a deep feeling of relaxation wash over me as I let out an involuntary “Woah,” after swallowing my first taste of the sweet drink.

Alred laughed loudly at what must have been a look of astonishment on my face. “I told ya you would enjoy it,” he chuckled happily. He then turned to Gylledhia who was smiling widely at my obvious enjoyment of her special drink. “I’ll take some of that jasmine with this list of ingredients,” he said as he handed her a slip of parchment. “If you can manage it.”

Gylledhia nodded as she examined the piece of paper then turned and pittered back behind the counter, leaving me and Alred to take another sip from our cups of tea. “You know I can always manage it,” she said cheerily. “I could manage an entire year’s supply if you wish. Though, I am certain Almar would find the prospect protestable.”

Alred nodded as he took another sip from his drink, causing me to do the same. “I would also need a place to store such a large supply, as well as explain why I had spent so much in a single afternoon.”

Gylledhia let out an affirmative grunt from behind the counter as several bags were tossed onto the center of the counter. Gylledhia herself then hopped back onto her stool as she used the scale to measure the weight of each bag, jotting them down on a ledger as she spoke each price out loud. “Twelve ounces of Rosemary, seven drachms. Ten ounces of Thyme, fifteen drachms.” On and on she spoke, totaling ten different spices including her previously mentioned Turmeric and Cinnamon as well as the bag of Jasmine she had presumably used to make the tea. “This brings the total price to ninety-five drachm.” She finally finished, marking the final price down in her ledger. “Plus the eight drachms for the drinks.”

Alred nodded as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a pouch of coins, counting out each drachm carefully as he carried on conversing with Gylledhia. “With how much Almar eats each day, I expect to return within the next week.”

Gylledhia seemed to chuckle at the idea as she gathered the pouches of spice into a large rucksack and pulled its drawstring tight. “I would be glad for the business, particularly if you could bring the lovely lady.” She then disappeared behind the counter before reappearing carrying the large sack of spices. “If I had to put up with that insufferable Almar day in and day out, I would say I was deserving of some quality time all my own.” She then set the large sack next to Alred as he counted out the last coin. He pushed the sizable pile of coins towards her as she sat down in the remaining seat and pulled out her own coin purse.

Alred returned to his cup of tea as he gestured towards me. “That depends on if she would like to accompany me,” he replied. “I would enjoy the company, particularly if we can get away with your absence.”

I nodded along as I took another sip of the sweet drink. “I am admittedly hesitant still,” I sighed. “Almar may not take kindly to my absence from the Manor, particularly if he is … in one of his moods.”

Despite the relaxing drink, Alred’s emotions shifted to one of contempt and I saw Gylledhia’s eye twitch at the mention of moods. “Almar’s temper, I am aware of,” Alred sighed. “My old mistress always said to have the slave mages prepare some revitalizing potions for his visits to Graydelle.”

I shook my head, recalling the last time I had left the manor. “That is not the mood I speak of,” I said grimly. “Though I imagine it is tangentially related to what you speak of.”

Alred gritted his teeth and his wave of emotions changed once again to a mixture of anger and contemptment. “Of course it is,” he growled angrily. “Almar has built quite a reputation for himself. My old mistress would not stand for such childish outbursts.” He took another sip from his cup, almost draining it with the action. “I have half a mind of writing to her expressing my distaste for Almar and all that I have gleaned of this squalor of a city.” He appeared to suddenly realize his words as he glanced at Gylledhia, giving her an apologetic expression as his emotions shifted in turn. “No offense?” He asked hopefully.

Despite Gylledhia’s focus on counting the dwindling pile of coins, I could have sworn she noticed Alred’s apologetic expression and gave a reassuring smile of her own. “You’re quite alright, dear,” she said dismissively. “You would be hard-pressed to find anyone in the city that did not share your sentiments.” With a sigh, she counted the last of the coins and closed the coin purse before replacing it within her pocket. “In any regard, let us change the topic. I’m certain the young lady here would prefer to forget about Almar for the moment.”

Alred then turned to me as if he had suddenly realized how I might feel about Almar. “Indeed,” he said quickly, following Gylledhia’s lead and taking one last sip from his own cup. “I had intended to make amends and here I am pontificating about the object of our grief.”

Gylledhia nodded again as she sat back and gave me a reassuring smile. “The prudent thing would be to ask the lady what she enjoys in her free time,” she said wisely. “... that is, if you are given time to yourself.”

I pursed my lips timidly as I shook my head. “I am not,” I replied solemnly. “I am at Almar’s beck and call day and night. … Especially at night.”

Alred fell awkwardly quiet at the remark, likely knowing what I was implying. Gylledhia, on the other hand, appeared dumbfounded at the idea. “Surely not,” She said incredulously. “Pardon me, but you are so plain looking. I would think Almar would have servants of more regal appearance.”

Strangely enough, I found myself chuckling at the idea. “Indeed he does,” I replied. I then prepared for another bout of changes, shifting my hair from brown, to a deep red, to a bright blonde, and then back to a dark brown. “As it stands, he can have anyone he desires.”

Gylledhia’s eyes grew wide as she watched the change. “Fext,” she cursed aloud. “I had no idea.”

I nodded solemnly as my hair settled back into its preferred hue. “It is something Almar takes advantage of,” I admitted timidly, taking a comforting sip of the quickly cooling tea. “I cannot recall how many people he has asked me to imitate.”

Gylledhia let out an aggravated sigh as she sat back in her seat. “Of course he has,” she muttered angrily, nursing her head gently. “It’s no wonder that boisterous baron has such an exacerbated ego.” She let out a tired sigh as she allowed the moment to hang in the air. “If I might be so bold,” she suddenly continued, sitting forward in her seat. “It occurs to me that that little trick with the hair may draw unwanted attention.” She rested an elbow on the table as she set her head on her hand, bringing her fingers towards her left eye as a result, away from Alred’s line of sight. “There are much more subtle ways to reveal one’s abilities,” she said with a hint of mirth.

I looked at her, confused for a second, then it was my turn to look at her with astonishment as her left eye, which had once been brown, shifted to a vibrant green then a deep blue, and even a vibrant purple before shifting back to its original tinge. I glanced, confused, at Alred who was busy examining his empty cup forlornly. I turned back to Gylledhia as I quickly realized the implications. “You are-” I began, but Gylledhia quickly placed a finger to her lips, asking for my silence.

She glanced at Alred who had set his cup down and turned his attention back to the conversation at hand. Gylledhia quickly continued as if nothing had happened. “I have been in this city all my life. I do not know where you once lived, but I assume you were not taught the same lessons as I.”

I stared in astonishment for a moment, slowly picking up on Gylledhia’s intention. “My mother was a servant,” I explained solemnly, looking at the last dredges of my cold cup before setting it back down, unfinished. “I was sold before my abilities manifested. … I have taught myself, for the most part.”

Gylledhia nodded grimly. “My sympathies,” she said gently. “Can you recall where you once lived? Perhaps you may find your mother again one day.”

I shook my head as I found myself recalling my earlier reminiscing. “My youth eludes me,” I replied almost bitterly. “Even my mother’s face escapes me. Though I reason it would not matter, with who I am and who she is.” Gylledhia let out an apologetic sigh as the moment was again allowed to remain. I thought back on Gylledhia’s earlier words, considering a second implication. “What of … your daughter?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t prying too deeply. “Have you been able to teach everything you know?”

Gylledhia chuckled aloud, seemingly amused at the idea. “I have not,” she admitted plainly. “She has not reached an age she would understand them. She is a bright child, but she has not yet reached … the right age.” I nodded, understanding what she meant. Shapeshifting is not an ability available to the young. It is not until maturity does the gift manifest and even then it takes time and patience to cause great shifts. As well, each shift comes at a great cost of energy.

I picked up the ceramic cup once more, examining the cold contents before taking a final gulp of the drink. “Well, I am glad she has a mentor such as yourself,” I said, feeling comfort wash over me once more. I then turned and gave Alred a grateful smile. “I am glad you dragged me out of that dingey manor, as risky as it may be.”

Alred grinned in kind, his emotions shifting even further into relaxment and joy. “If I have prepared us and my words correctly, we may yet repeat this adventure,” he said, taking two more coins from his pocket and setting them on the table.

I felt my heart leap in hopeful joy as Gylledhia took the coins and began clearing the small wrought iron table. “Truly?” I asked, sitting straight in excitement. “You believe you can manage that?”

Alred nodded knowingly as he scratched his chin. “I have not served beneath Mistress Vaquen of Graydelle for nothing. I have picked up a few of her silver-tongued tricks in my years.” He then stretched before grabbing the sack of spices and standing. “We will need a few more stops if Almar intercepts our trip back. Fortunately, they are close by and I am doubtful he would travel here himself.”

I nodded as I stood as well, feeling lighter than air as I grinned at the idea. “I would like that very much,” I said happily.

Alred chuckled again as he waved a goodbye towards Gylledhia and began heading towards the door. “I’ll be back soon,” He called. “Hopefully with Maira as well.”

Gylledhia waved over the counter as it sounded like she was setting the cups of tea away. “Good luck with the Baron!” She called back.

Alred nodded again before giving me an encouraging smile and opening the door for me. I smiled in response as I practically bounded out the door, my worries abated for the moment. Perhaps the tea really did have relaxing properties. I turned to Alred as he stepped out and closed the door behind him. “So, where to?” I asked enthusiastically.

Alred pointed back the way we’d come as he began leading me away from the shop. “I’m running low on some supplies. The shops around here should have everything else I need.”

I nodded as I began to follow him, slowing for a moment as I finally recalled my initial worry about leaving the manor. “And … What if we are to encounter Almar?” I asked hesitantly.

Alred glanced back as his emotions shifted into a pensive but concerned state, putting on a brave smile in an attempt to comfort me. “Allow me to worry about such an event,” He said encouragingly. “I will not have your day spoiled by such an encounter.” I nodded, a bit reluctantly as I continued to follow him, hopeful that he could keep his word.



The rest of the trip consisted of rather mundane tasks, all things considered. I had been sent to the marketplace on a handful of occasions, but the result of those trips were never pleasant. This, on the other hand, was an enjoyable experience through and through. Gone were my apprehensions and misgivings about wandering the city. Even the din of the crowd was more tolerable as Alred led me to shop after shop. As promised, he also brought me to a shoemaker and had me measured for footwear of my own. I was even allowed to choose the kind of shoe he would make for me. I silently prayed that I would be able to accompany Alred to pick them up.

As for the rest of the trip, Alred led me around, picking up more ingredients for the manor as well as letting me sample a few of the vendors’ own creations including; a jam-filled pastry, a strip of cured pork, and most deliciously of all a gooey sweet from the shop we had passed by earlier. The very taste of it brought back pieces of such pleasant memories. All the while I was helping to carry the supplies about. By the time we were heading back, Alred was carrying two additional sacks, one filled with wrapped meats and another ladened with wheat flour. Meanwhile, I was carrying bundles and bags of dried fruits and fresh vegetables. Everything he would need to feed Almar and his family for another few days or so.

Alred turned to me as we made our way out of the marketplace and back towards the manor. “That was quite a pleasant day,” he said cheerily. “Wouldn’t you say?”

I nodded as I shifted the bags I was carrying in my arms. “I am hopeful that Almar has not noticed my absence,” I admitted, the worry creeping back as we walked. “If so we may be able to make a habit of this.”

Alred nodded as we rounded a corner, the din of the city growing louder as we walked. “In any case, I am glad I was able to make amends. I truly felt guilty at having rebuffed your concerns. My own worry should not have clouded my judgment and caused me to-” Alred suddenly looked up as he appeared to notice something in the distance. I looked as well as I realized there was a boisterous shouting in the distance. Ahead of us, a crowd was gathered, their murmurs overshadowed by a singular voice shouting in their center; a very familiar, very angry voice.

My blood ran cold as I heard his words over the noise of the crowd. “I Send You To Find MY LOST OUTSIDER And You Return With This Failure Of A General!?”

The shouting stopped as it sounded like someone was answering in a much quieter tone. I turned to Alred, my fears quickly rising to the surface as he too stopped in his tracks. “We cannot go that way,” I whispered. “Almar will see us.”

Alred muttered reluctantly as he craned his neck and scanned the crowd ahead. “They’re gathered in front of the manor,” he whispered back. “There is no other way.”

I cursed our misfortune as Almar’s voice rang out over the crowd once more. “I Don’t Care If He Promised The Other One! I Sent You Out With One Mission In Mind And You Blew It!”

I cursed under my breath as I glanced at the crowd ahead. It was a rather dense gathering. “Perhaps we can slip by?” I wondered aloud.

Alred looked ahead and his emotions shifted to deep contemplation. “Perhaps,” he echoed. He then turned to me as a stern expression came across his face. “If we are spotted, stay silent and allow me to do the talking. If we are found he demands answers from you, just repeat what I’ve already told him. Most importantly, we did not spend a moment outside of performing tasks on his behalf. Understand?”

I nodded just in time for Almar to shout once more. “It Is His Fault For Being Captured In The First Place!”

Alred nodded in turn before continuing forward, keeping his head ducked low. I followed suit as I tried to cover my face. As we got closer, I finally began making out the voice of the one Almar was berating. “-completed this venture into orcish territory with a recovered asset.”

This time, I heard Almar scoff before he continued shouting. “And What Of The Cannons They Lost, Hmmm? Have You Any Idea How To Recover Those? Do You Even Know Where They Are?”

We were close enough now that I could peek through the heads of the crowd into the center. Indeed, the space in front of the manor gate was packed with people, all of them watching the scene unfold. There was Almar, near the gate in what passed for his regal wear. Even they could barely hide his rotund appearance. In front of him, occupying the other side of the space was a group of about fifty black-clad individuals, one of whom was standing beside a very worn and weathered-looking elf. My eyes grew wide as I realized this was the Vulen person Almar had spoken of so many weeks ago. I vaguely recognized the black-clad individual standing next to him, but only because I had been offered to him not but a few days ago. The memory brought back the feelings of despair I had been experiencing ever since.

The individual had a vexed but professional air about him as he replied to Almar’s screaming. “There are four known Armories in the city of Snakhagr,” he stated. “One of which could be infiltrated with relative ease. The other three have since had their entrance procedures changed. We will need to return at a later date and utilize the Mover’s Tokens and the Skeleton’s Key.”

Almar growled again as he gestured angrily at the black-clad elf. “What If They Have Moved My Weapons Into That Damned Asylum Of Theirs!?” He bellowed.

“Institute,” The black-clad elf corrected.

“I SARDING KNOW WHAT IT SARDING IS!” Shouted Almar, causing the elf to purse his lips angrily. “I Don’t Need Correction From The Likes Of You, Eltaor!”

Alred cleared his throat, drawing my attention. I felt myself blush as I realized I had stopped to gawk at the scene. He gestured with his head, indicating we should move quickly. I nodded as we crept through the crowd and towards the manor’s gate. Fortunately, the crowd was also clustered in front of the gate, between us and Almar. I felt my heart pounding in my ears as we kept our heads low and squeezed past all the observers. All the while, Almar continued to berate the Elites. “My Father Didn’t Choose You To Retrieve Replaceable Failures. Let Alone One That Was Foolish Enough To Attack Their Fexting Capital! I Should Have You Thrown In Chains For Your Failures.”

“Lord Almar, Please.” This was a new voice. I glanced and saw the elf in tattered attire step forward, gesturing insistently. “I have served the house of Ianpetor for decades now. Surely one misstep is not reason enough to toss me aside.”

I heard Almar scoff just as Alred and I arrived at the gate. I was tempted to remain behind and watch the scene unfold but I was also- Alred pulled at the door within the larger gate, expecting it to swing open, but all the happened was a loud clunk that was barely audible over Almar’s next shout. “NO COMMANDER OF MINE WOULD BE FOOLISH ENOUGH TO STRIKE AT THE ORCISH HEARTS SO ILL-EQUIPPED!”

My heart sank as Alred pulled at the door, not daring to wrench at it for fear of it drawing attention. It still did not budge. “It is locked!” He whispered frantically, releasing his grip on the handle. “When is this ever locked!?”

I felt my heart pounding in my throat as I turned back to the center of the crowd. The commander had an expression of deep exacerbation “Surely the replacement you’ve chosen is not more competent than I,” he insisted angrily. “He looks no more prepared than a Eunuch on his wedding day.”

The silence that followed told me that the person he was gesturing to had chosen not to respond. Almar did so in his place. “Yet here you stand; a commander stripped of his armor and weapons. The results of his own incompetence.”

I saw the elf in tattered garb grit his teeth angrily. “Then Let Me Prove Myself!” He practically shouted. A murmur rippled through the crowd, accompanied by a wave of tense and shocked emotions. I couldn’t see Almar’s expression from this angle, but he appeared intrigued, with the way he hesitated. The once commander pointed to an elf that stood beside Almar, presumably his replacement. “I challenge him to a duel. Victor keeps the position.”

The murmurs grew louder as people started to back away, shrinking the gap between each person. Alred and I were suddenly pressed to the gate, holding us in place as Almar appeared to consider the proposal. I turned to Alred in a desperate plea for help. “What are we going to do!?” I whispered, practically begging for a way out of this.

Alred scanned the crowd for a way out, but they must have been closing too fast because he shook his head as he turned back to the center of the group, which was now widening into an impromptu fighting ground. “I suspect we will be facing the inevitable soon,” he said solemnly.

I felt a pit growing in my stomach as I turned to watch the unfolding spectacle. I prayed that things would not turn south today. At the center, Almar was looking about, measuring the reaction of the crowd. Everyone knew what he would do next, but he likely saw this as a signal that they wanted to see it happen. For once, Almar’s voice did not thunder as he appeared to chuckle to himself. “You place such faith in your own skill?” He asked, taunting the disgraced commander.

The elf glanced at his replacement yet again, sizing him up. The elf in question had a terrified expression on his face and what I could hear of him over the crowd around me reflected his terrified state. The once commander finally nodded as he turned back to Almar. “I could subdue him with nothing but a dagger,” he growled. “This soldier is not worthy of the duties you’ve given him.”

Almar appeared pleased at the idea and turned to address the crowd. I hid my face as his eyes trailed over me and Alred and merely listened to his declaration. “Let It Not Be Said That Almar Is Without Mercy!” he shouted. I bit the inside of my cheek as I knew that to be untrue. “This Soldier Has Returned From A Long Absence, Finding That His Position Has Been Filled By Another. To Determine Who Is Worthy To Be The City’s Commander, They Shall Fight For Our Entertainment.”

Another murmur washed through the crowd as the space within was widened further, lessening the number of people between me and Almar. I clutched the bundles of food tightly hoping Almar would not gaze this way. Almar then produced an ornate brass dagger, likely an heirloom that he had no intention of keeping. “Show Us Your Prowess, Vulen,” he spat as the dagger was tossed surreptitiously at the elf. The blade clattered and skittered along the ground before being snatched up again by the tatter-clad elf.

Vulen glared deliberately at his replacement as he examined his weapon carefully. The new commander, in contrast, continued to carry the same terrified expression. He clumsily drew the sword that was sheathed at his side and held it between him and Vulen. “You don’t have to do this,” he said, either trying to be intimidating or asking for mercy.

Vulen’s expression was one of contempt as he stared at the elf before him. “You have no idea,” he growled in response.

Almar chuckled as he too took a step back and drew a strange stick from his robes. “Begin on my mark,” he called, pointing the object at the sky. I found myself holding my breath as Vulen brandished the dagger, preparing for whatever Almar was about to do. Almar allowed a hush to fall over the crowd, everyone waiting for the gruesome spectacle that was surely about to unfold. A grotesque smile sprouted from Almar’s face as he finally shouted “BEGIN!” and the device in his hand twitched, letting out a thunderous BANG and spitting a puff of noxious smoke.

In an instant, Vulen had dashed forward; covering the distance between him and his opponent in no time at all. The replacement barely had time to twist his sword before Vulen brought the hilt of the dagger slamming into the side of his head, throwing him to the ground in a clatter of metal and meat. The replacement did his best to roll into an upright position but his movements were clumsy and slow. This allowed Vulen to dash forward again and punt the sword from his grasp; sending it spinning towards the gate and causing the crowd to back away in haste. The blade crashed into the base of the gate with an equally rattling CLANG, stopping inches from where Alred and I stood, now at the edge of the expanding fight ground. Almar scowled at the swift display of skill and precision as he turned to the replacement that was just now scrambling to his feet. “You Useless Ingrate!” He bellowed angrily. “What Manner Of Fighting Is That!?”

Vulen tossed the dagger from his left hand to his right as he stared down at his disoriented opponent. “My Reason Precisely,” he growled. “A Random Nobody From The West Is Not Fit To Command Your Armies, My Lord.” Vulen then pointed the blade at the discarded sword. “There Are Towering Monsters To The East That Would Slay Him For A Mistake Such As That, Not Including The Orcs. He Is Unworthy Of The Position Bestowed Upon Him.”

Almar scowled as he turned to glance at the discarded sword. I quickly turned away and hid my face once more as I prayed he had not noticed us yet. It sounded as if he didn’t as he spat reluctantly. “Fine,” he growled, causing me to turn to the spectacle once more. “You have earned your position.” He then glanced at the once replacement with a look of utter contempt. “Pathetic,” he growled, turning and marching towards the fallen sword. I felt my heart leap into my throat as his eyes trailed over before locking onto me and Alred. For a moment, I hoped he hadn’t recognized me then I heard a wave of rage wash over me as Almar’s face twisted into a snarl. “Chameleon!” he barked, changing direction and practically charging at me. “There You Are, You Little Rat!” I clutched the bundles of food tightly as I felt fearful tears welling up. I felt the wave of rage grow to a roaring cascade as Almar stopped inches from my face. “I’ve Ordered You To Not Leave The Manor Without My Express Permission! Where Have You Been!?” I felt my tongue freeze in my mouth, unable to respond, desperately trying to think of an excuse.

“It was at my request, my lord,” Alred stated firmly. In my panic, I had almost forgotten about his promise. Almar turned and glared up at him, forgetting about me as well. “I wished to better serve you and asked one of the servants to help me. She seemed most knowledgeable about your culinary palette.” He then turned and reached into one of the bundles in my arms and pulled out a parchment-covered parcel. “I’ve heard you favor the taste of honey,” he said as he held out the wrapped object. I felt my heart pounding in my chest as I wracked my brain to remember what was in that particular bag but to no avail.

Almar scowled at Alred as he snatched the mysterious bundle from his grasp. “I’ve never tasted honey,” he growled. “You are meant to cook what I want and nothing more. Your excuses are not going to dismiss this disobedience. What’s more, honey cannot be wrapped.”

I glanced at Alred, Almar’s rage overshadowing all other emotions around me. I expected him to look terrified, but he maintained an expression of calm as he gestured at the package. “Then I urge you to try what is wrapped in there. I’m almost certain you’ll enjoy it.” Almar sneered angrily at Alred before examining the item in his hand. He began to tear at it angrily before Alred calmly warned him “Be careful. There is more than one piece in there.” Almar glared at Alred again before continuing to work at the wrapping, moving slower this time. My heart continued to hammer away as Almar finally opened the wrappings enough to reveal a mass of amber-colored chips, each one sticking together gently.

Almar turned and glared at Alred again. “What is this?” he spat, his rage lessening and being replaced with confusion. Alred didn’t reply verbally, merely gestured at the bundle in a motion for him to try for himself. Almar grumbled annoyedly as he grabbed a chip and snapped it free before breaking a piece off into his mouth. The crunch and growl of Almar was all I could focus on for what felt like an eternity. After a moment, Almar swallowed, his face maintaining his annoyed expression as before. His emotions, however, were shifting to a calmer state. I could now hear Alred’s own emotions of panic and apprehension. Almar turned to the pair of us, eyeing me in particular. “You suggested this?” He growled, holding up the amber-colored chip.

I nodded quickly, Alred’s words echoing in my mind. “I was asked to help,” I managed to whimper.

Almar’s expression remained unchanged as he turned to glare at Alred. He looked to be thinking angrily, his face practically burning with the exertion. He finally muttered again as he popped the rest of the chip into his mouth. “You should have informed me of this,” he growled, not admitting he liked the treat.

Alred nodded, putting on a relieved expression as his emotions churched in apprehensive turmoil. “I thought the surprise would be welcome,” he explained simply. “I can inform you of any future errands I might borrow her for, if you would allow it.”

Almar muttered reluctantly as he reached into the parcel and pulled out another amber chip and shoved it into his mouth. “Does it need to be her?” he growled, practically spraying fragments of the food he was chewing. “She is more valuable at my manor.”

Alred put on an air of thought as I heard his emotions let out a fearful breath. “I believe she is uniquely equipped to judge what you may or may not favor,” he finally replied. “She has spent substantial time at your side, as I have been told.”

Almar glared at Alred for a moment before glancing at me, shoving another fistful of sweet chips into his face. My heart continued to pound as I felt his eyes bore into me with a subdued rage. Mercifully, Almar finally gestured dismissively as he turned and finally bent to retrieve the fallen sword. “Very well,” he grumbled. “Just make sure you inform me of any trips you make in the future,” he said, pointing at Alred with the sharpened metal. “Do not make me regret the wager Vaquen and I made.”

Alred put on a wide smile, finally reflective of the wave of relief I heard flowing from him. “I will be sure not to disappoint,” he said cheerily. Almar nodded and grumbled angrily as he turned and wobbled back to the center of the quickly dispersing crowd, shoving the sword into the hands of the reinstated commander before digging into the bag of sweets once more.

I let out a sigh of relief as I felt a wave of relief wash over me. “Thank you,” I sighed, turning to Alred. “I felt as if my heart would burst.”

Alred let out a relieved sigh of his own as he turned back to the gate, likely hoping it would miraculously be unlocked again. “You can thank Lady Vaquen for that,” he said as he tried the door again. It rattled once more, unmoving to the attempts at entry. He sighed as he raised his hand in a fist and banged on the door. “She is even more articulate than I.”

I nodded as I craned my neck and tried to look over the wooden gate to the manor. The house atop the hill was naturally the most regal of all buildings in the city and the wall surrounding it had guards posted to ensure none unwanted would try to enter. I did not know any that would hold the key to the gate save for- I turned to try and see if Almar would have the gate opened for us, but he was gone, along with the black-clad figures and the two elves that had just brawled. It was a wonder that Almar had disappeared so quickly, what with his overall physique. I felt a feeling of despair for a moment before a loud clank sounded from the gate and the door within swung open, revealing one of the guards.

He scanned me and Alred with a skeptical eye. “You are some of the servants?” he asked skeptically.

Alred nodded as he gestured at the bags of food draped over his shoulder. “I am the new chef. I don’t believe I have seen you before.”

The guard shook his head as he opened the gate, nodding towards me as he gestured us inside. “I recognize the nymph from the balcony,” he explained. I felt a flush of embarrassment as Alred and I stepped in and the guard closed and locked the door behind us.

Alred turned towards the guard as he gestured at the now steadfast door. “Is there a key I can acquire so that I do not disrupt the patrols again?” He asked, almost apologetically.

The guard put on an equally apologetic expression as he shook his head. “None that I am privy to,” he admitted.

Alred let out an exasperated sigh as he adjusted the bags on his shoulder. “Is there anyone I can ask?” He pressed, putting on the same air that he had used when talking to Almar. “I may require supplies at inopportune moments and it would ease me greatly to know I am not at risk of being locked out of the Manor.”

The guard scratched the back of his neck nervously. “You could ask the captain,” he suggested. “He is in charge of our routes and schedules.”

Alred nodded as I felt his emotions return to a more natural state. “Thank you,” he said gratefully. “I’ll be sure to cook for the guards to enjoy.”

At the mention of food, the guard perked up a bit. “If it’s any better than the usual slop, we’ll take it,” he said, his bubbling emotions betraying the still stern expression he carried.

Alred nodded before turning to me and gesturing with his head towards the manor. “Come. I think this day has earned us some further respite.” he sighed. “I expect Almar will want some cooked meat once he returns.” I nodded as we began to climb the hill towards the manor. The sun was beginning to dip low in the sky and I felt a sense of giddy satisfaction. Today had been a good day.
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Dexter



We probably spent a good forty minutes explaining our encounter with the Elites as well as the magic they utilized. From the hidden cubby holes to the electrified cage to the bloodform potions. I even explained how we came to find out that the elites concealed specially enchanted weapons on their person and knew to check the ones we’d managed to capture. Rurigig seemed to show interest at our mention of their transformation potions. “That is how they stole our form and strolled into my prison?” he asked, leaning forward in his seat.

Dumag nodded as he let out a disgruntled growl. “My nephew had the misfortune of serving as one of their ingredients,” he added angrily. “I am eager to demonstrate how grave a mistake they made with such a decision.”

Rurigig nodded as he gestured at the items. “My condolences, but what of this potion of theirs?” He asked, looping the topic back on course. “What can we do to counter its use? Is there an item that may detect such a modification?”

Dumag let out another angry growl as he shook his head. “None that we know of,” he replied. “The potion itself is also new to us, using alchemical techniques to enact a change rather than our method of instilling a spell into a compatible medium.”

Rurigig grumbled in kind as he glanced at me. “What of you?” he asked hopefully. “Does your outsider magic have a device that could work?”

I let out a sigh as I shook my head. “My world doesn’t even have transforming abilities like this,” I explained. “This whole magic thing is still new to me. Hell, I’ve not even taken a class on potions yet because I wanted to focus on healing and defensive spells. Best we have is really really good makeup and that can always be removed with a wet towel.”

Rurigig nodded as he thought deeply. “Unfortunate,” he muttered. “I was hopeful that there may be a method of detecting if such incantations were present. If there were, I would be able to trust new soldiers more easily. As it stands, I am fearful that such a potion may be used to plant an agent within these very walls in the coming months.”

I let out a muttered curse and leaned back as I realized what he was talking about. “It’s gonna be like that for just about everyone now,” I added angrily. “Once they know what we did they’re going to try every trick they can to get the drop on us.”

Dumag nodded as he glared at the small pile of magical items still resting on the desk. “There would also be mistrust abound if word got out,” he muttered thoughtfully. He suddenly shook his head as he appeared to steer the conversation back as well. “In any regard, we have a compatriot who may be able to look into such matters.” Dumag then gestured at the door behind us. “We have also given the Institute a copy of the papers we discovered. If you know of anyone that may be able to assist our understanding of the potions, direct them there.”

Rurigig nodded as he sat back in his seat again, eyeing the magical items once more. “Perhaps I should,” he mused. “If merely to have the concoction studied and known to the prison’s keepers.”

At the mention of keepers, I turned back to the warden, recalling what he said in that weird sweltering hallway. “Speaking of,” I said, leaning forward in my seat again. “We told you our story. Has that earned us a few answers?” Rurigig looked up as he appeared to scowl at my words.

Dumag quickly interjected as he seemed to notice the warden’s expression. “What my tone-deaf colleague means to say is that we have some questions of our own; questions that may help us properly formulate a means of baiting the Elites to return here.” Rurigig seemed to relax again as Dumag explained further.

I silently cursed myself as I realized I’d done it again. “Yeah, that,” I said, gesturing at Dumag. “They’re not to be underestimated and we need to make sure any trap we set up is going to be foolproof.”

Rurigig nodded again as he let out a sigh and sat back, eyeing the magical items again while deep in thought. “I can answer a few of your questions,” he finally replied. “You have demonstrated yourselves and from what I have heard of your endeavors you can be trusted.” He then gestured for me to continue. “Ask away,” he encouraged.

I nodded as I pointed with my thumb back towards the door. “What’s with the hallway we passed through?” I began. “It was practically a sauna back there. Does this place have some kind of heating system? If so, why at such a high temperature?”

Rurigig smiled widely and chuckled at the barrage of questions. “That is quite a singular mindset,” he remarked, glancing at Dumag before turning back to me. “In regard to the heat, every prison is built to be inescapable. There are many techniques to accomplish this. One such technique that White Rock utilizes is exhaustive measures, measures that tire prisoners before they have a moment to consider a means of escape.”

I furrowed my brow at the idea but nodded as I understood the idea. “So this entire place is abnormally hot,” I assumed. “You aren’t worried about prisoners passing out from heatstroke?”

Rurigig, unsurprisingly, shook his head. What was surprising, however, was his response to my question. “Not the entire prison,” he replied. “Merely the path that brought you here.” I frowned in confusion, not understanding what he was saying. Rurigig continued as he saw my confusion. “The interior is insulated by several means. It is still sweltering, but not to the extent which we passed through.” He lifted the hem of his shawl as if to present it. “My guards are also readily equipped to tolerate such temperatures. What’s more, we have a wing of the prison devoted to the opposite of that heat.” Once again, I felt my face twist in a confused expression. Rurigig seemed about to continue before he seemed to reconsider and rise from his seat. “Perhaps I should show rather than tell,” he said, gesturing at the bundle of items on the desk. “Bring those. The keepers will wish to examine them, in any regard.”

With that, Rurigig rounded his desk and gestured for us to follow. Dumag quickly scooped the items back into one of his pouches as we stood and followed the warden out of his office. Once again, he placed his hand on the door, causing it to glow and clank open. He then led us past the same guards and to the other side of the room. This time, I saw the smaller door that was embedded into the wall opposite the warden’s office. The warden led us through it and down a set of steps that lay beyond, talking all the while. “Naturally, the conditions that White Rock and its inhabitants are subjected to are not accomplished by natural means,” he explained. “Ordinary fire is adequate but you are far more likely to have a focused location of heat rather than the ambient discomfort you encountered today. What’s more, natural fire cannot be utilized to accomplish the cold that dominates the other half of this prison. Here we are,” he said as we finally arrived at the bottom of the steps, a door guarding what lay beyond. With a swift motion, Rurigig reached into his shawl and extracted a ring of keys; flipping through them before selecting one and unlocking the door with a loud click.

Leading us through the door, Rurigig gestured about, revealing the room beyond. Well, I call it a room, but it was more like an open furnace. Either side was dominated by U-shaped beds of coal, metal piping running into it before rising and stabbing into the ceiling. That wasn’t the strangest part, however. The right side glowed an orange much brighter than I thought possible, the flames bouncing up and causing the metal to glow the same heated color. The left side of the room glowed a scorching blue color, the flames licking up and covering the pipes in a layer of frost. I had to do a double-take as I saw the frost covering the left side of the room. A powerful wash of cold was emanating from that direction and it suddenly occurred to me what the warden meant in his office. It was only then that I noticed that the pipes might run over the flames, but the two sides weren’t connected. Instead, they were separate, both sets of pipes sporting the distinctive markings that each flame was breathing into them. Looking around, I saw orcs tending to the flames, pouring what must have been fuel onto the coals and causing more of the magical fire to spring forth. Their shawls were devoid of the coarse fur, instead composed of thick leather that seemed to gleam in the dancing lights. Each of them also wore some kind of ruby-adorned pendant; meant for some kind of protection, I assumed, with how close they were getting to the beds of coals. Even standing there, I could feel the extreme temperatures, the middle of the room acting as a battleground for the enchanted flames.

Rurigig pointed to a pair of such orcs that were reading from a roll of parchment before shouting and gesturing them over. “Olfin, Suhgan, I need your attention for a moment.”

The pair nodded as they rolled up the parchment and stepped forward, doing their own double-take as they saw me and Dumag standing behind Rurigig. One of them pointed toward me as he turned and gave a confused look towards the warden. “What is the outsider doing here?” he asked, in an almost derogatory tone. “Has he recaptured the general?”

Rurigig pursed his lips as he shook his head. “No, Suhgan,” he replied. “The outsider has not. However, he does believe he can capture those responsible for his escape.” Suhgan grumbled at the idea as he turned to me, scowling.

I couldn’t help but scowl back as I felt the familiar sting of animosity. ”Friendly face. Amelia isn’t here to bail you out if you say something stupid.” I quickly corrected my expression to at least seem friendlier than I was feeling. “Hey,” I said in an equally friendlier tone. “The warden said you’d want to take a look at what we brought.” I turned to Dumag as I gestured towards Suhgan. Dumag nodded as he again pulled out the pouch containing the Elites’ artifacts and presented it to Suhgan.

Suhgan gave me a sidelong glance before taking the pouch and opening it up, examining the cavernous interior without extracting its contents. “These measly trinkets?” He asked, turning to glare at me and Dumag. “What use could they possibly serve?”

Dumag growled at the curt words and caused Suhgan to soften his scowl in fear. “If you would allow us a moment,” he said poignantly. “We would explain.” He then turned to me as he gestured for me to continue.

I nodded as I let out a relieved sigh. “Well,” I began. “We’re hoping they’ll draw in the ones responsible for the general’s escape. Given what we saw when we ambushed them, they have a way of tracking each other. We don’t know how so we can only assume something on their person allowed them to do it. We took those items off four of them so they might come sneaking back if we give them a bit of time.”

Olfin took the time to step forward and peered into the still open pouch before turning to me. “What about themselves?” He asked. “Could they be tracking them through their essence? Where are the owners of these items?”

I shrugged as I gave what I hoped was an apologetic expression. “Potentially, but like I said we don’t know how they’re able to track each other. Don’t worry about the elites though. We already have them in a safe location, one that they shouldn’t be able to break in or out of. In any case, we’ll know more once one of the places receives some unexpected visitors.” At the thought, I then turned to Dumag. “We’ll have to make regular trips to the glade to check on Mabel; make sure she’s not been overwhelmed by something unexpected.”

Dumag nodded affirmatively as he turned to Suhgan and Olfin. “We came here today to lay the foundations of a trap that will ensure the sneaking fingers of those Adympian mercenaries are stuck steadfast. Your warden said that you may be able to offer assistance in that regard.”

Suhgan grumbled at the idea while Olfin glanced at the pouch before reaching in and extracting one of the items, the key. Olfin examined the item carefully as he reached into his shawl and pulled out a small milky gemstone. “Have you identified their purpose, at least?” He asked, palming the stone as he spoke. “I would like to know what these artifacts are capable of if merely to know what to expect, should a confrontation occur..”

I shook my head at the question, feeling an unwarranted pang of annoyance rising up. “We didn’t want to hang around their hideout,” I explained, “and our mage that usually does that was already exhausted. Plus, all of this happened yesterday so we haven’t had time to take stock of everything we grabbed. Considering the Elites, however, we wanted to get these to a safe place, preferably where they couldn’t sneak up on us.”

Olfin nodded as he examined the key again. “If they are as formidable as that, then you have made a sensible decision.” He then began gesturing in what I vaguely recognized as an identification spell.

Suhgan growled again as he turned angrily towards the warden. “How do we know the outsider was not working with the Elites?” He spat. “He has barely been here a season and you want to put your trust in him? They knew the outsider was in the city and that the general was imprisoned here. How do we know he was not the one to tell them this?”

I felt a surge of anger as my head reflexively tilted to the side and caused a string of pops to emanate from my neck. Suhgna turned to glare at me as I gritted my teeth, reminding myself to at least try to play nice. “Y’know,” I said angrily, “At least give me a fucking chance.” I then tapped my chin where the scar still tingled uncomfortably. “I risked my life fighting those guys. They came close to killing me. The only thing I’m asking for here is help; help in making sure the Elites won’t be able to sneak around anymore.” I gestured to Dumag as I felt another surge of rage, this time directed outward. “In the three days I’ve known about their existence, they’ve thrown the city into chaos, kidnapped his nephew, and managed to escape an ambush that was hours in the making. They can’t be underestimated and I don’t intend to let their actions slide.”

Suhgan scoffed at the barrage of words, unphased. “Your words ring hollow, outsider,” he spat.

“Call Me Dexter, God Damn IT!” I shouted suddenly. “I’m Getting Sick And Fucking Tired Of Being Called An Outsider All The God Damn Time!”

I moved to step forward, but Dumag grabbed my shoulder and squeezed, pulling me to a stop. “Calm yourself,” he said firmly. He then turned to the warden as he gave him what must have been an apologetic expression. “I apologize. We have a great many tasks to complete today and we are short-pressed on time.”

The warden nodded as he looked at me warily. My rage continued to boil over as he turned to Suhgan. “Suhgan,” he said sternly, causing the offending keeper to turn. “It is clear you have a qualm with this outsider, but I order you to stow your tongue until such a time as you are off duty.” The words he used were deliberate and firm. Even with my enraged and socially blinded conditions, I could tell he was wielding his authority now. “You are a valuable keeper, but this is a matter beyond any personal contempt and it would weigh on my heart if your time here grew short. Am I Clear?”

Suhgan’s face immediately fell, the gravity of the warden’s words not lost on him. “Y-yes sir,” he stammered, bowing his head.

Rurigig nodded as he turned to Dumag who was still gripping my shoulder. “I apologize as well.” He said, his cheery tone returned, though in a much more subdued form. “We are still reeling from the unprecedented escape of that general and tensions are running a tad high.”

Dumag nodded as he pulled me back, forcing me to stand beside him. “As well you should be,” he replied. “Let us hope that our plan will work as intended.” Dumag then leaned down to whisper into my ear. “Let me handle the matter from here. It would not bolster your image to be attacking guards in the heart of a prison.” I felt my head twist again as a quieter string of pops ran up my neck. I still wanted to punch Suhgan, but I urged myself to follow Dumag’s advice. With a quiet huff, I finally relented and relaxed my shoulders, stepping back as Dumag finally released me.

Rurigig nodded as he saw the tension ease and he turned to Olfin who was just now completing the spell. The familiar flash of red marked Olfin’s insight into the strange item. “What can you discern?” He asked, watching Olfin scrutinize the iron key.

Olfin turned the key over in his palm as he let out a frustrated hum. “The enchantment is certainly elven,” He muttered. “I’ve not seen magic such as this before. I can discern it is meant to unlock an object or number of objects, but I cannot tell its limitations or the number of charges.” He lifted the item as he took an unexpected sniff. “With a charge condition to boot.” He added. “Vinegar, if I am not mistaken.”

Dumag grumbled angrily as he crossed his arms. “Of course, they need to utilize a charge condition.” He mumbled. “It saves the need of embedded manastones and makes them far more difficult to detect without searching.”

Olfin nodded again as he lifted the key, letting the identify spell dissipate. “Fortunately, that means they have a different limiting factor. They require time to recover, typically with the proper ingredient present. For this item, it seems that vinegar is the key. For how long, I am not certain, but I am certain it is vinegar. The iron positively reeks of it. Which means the others may depart for a time while their weapons are restored.”

Dumag nodded, his expression stern. “That is encouraging,” he replied, “It gives us more time to formulate a counter to their measures.”

Olfin nodded as he looked at the key again, spinning it absentmindedly. “It is certainly encouraging, but it does not detract from the need to prepare. As I gather, they are expertly trained.”

Dumag nodded as Olfin replaced the iron key into the pouch and extracted the pair of bracelets. Dumag quickly interrupted as Olfin began to cast his spell. “That will not be necessary with those items,” he said quickly. “We determined their purpose not long ago.” Olfin nodded before reaching in and pulling out the feather, repeating the process of Identify on it before moving onto the pouch. The feather, he gathered, also had a charge condition, requiring ash as a means of possessing an avian creature, however that worked. The pouch was found to transmute coins. As for what they transmuted into, we couldn’t tell. The teef looked the same coming out as they did going in. Interestingly, though, it required an honest to god Magma Worm heart to function. With how long it took for him to go through the two items, I found my rage began to simmer down once again, but I could tell it was still liable to flare up again so I held my tongue.

Rurigig nodded as the coin pouch was placed back with the others. “Excellent,” he said. “Suhgan, could you fetch a pair of shawls for our guests?” Suhgan gritted his teeth silently but nodded as he handed Olfin the pouch and made his way to the far side of the room. There, I finally saw a small wooden door hidden at the far end of the room. Rurigig continued as Suhgan disappeared within. “You will thank me once we enter the eastern wing. The heat is bearable, but in your attire, you may struggle with the cold.”

I scowled down at my clothes as Rurigig turned to wait for Suhgan to return. My jeans and shirt were definitely not winter-ready but I bit my cheek again as the annoyance from earlier flared in my mind, leaving Dumag to nod gratefully. “We would be glad for the garments.” He replied. “Am I correct in assuming you have already chosen a location for our ploy?”

A smirk crossed Rurigig’s face as he nodded, tapping his fingers on his mace absentmindedly. “I have given some thought to your decision to imprison those elites in another location. Naturally, I know not where, but I can see the wisdom in such a decision; a decision that I wish to imitate.” He turned to the far end of the room as Suhgan finally re-emerged, carrying a pair of shawls over his arm. They “I think it better to show rather than tell of this notion of mine.” Suhgan handed me and Dumag a pair of shawls as Rurigig turned back to Olfin. “You have a melt glove with you, yes? We will need to enter one of the long-term chill rooms.” I couldn’t help but glare at Suhgan as he handed me the shawl, but he avoided my gaze and merely pursed his lips as he returned to Olfin’s side.

Olfin nodded as he reached into part of his shawl and revealed a leather glove before slipping it back in. Rurigig nodded as he turned to me and Dumag. “Don your shawls. We have a trap to lay.” Dumag nodded as he quickly pulled the second shawl over his first. I hesitated for a moment before following suit, struggling for a moment as I was still agitated and unfamiliar with wearing the garment.

I felt a myriad of loose flaps beneath the fabric as my head finally popped through. I reached in and felt what must have been a dozen pouches hidden beneath the animal skin. I could be excused for missing the faint hum of magic as the warmth and cold of the two halves of the room dissipated to nothing. “How many pockets do these things have?” I asked, recalling the dozens of times an orc was just able to reach into their garment and pull out an item.

Dumag chuckled as he finished pulling his own shawl over his own and Rurigig began to lead us back to the staircase, Suhgan and Olfin in tow. “The material is far stronger than it appears,” he explained, not answering my question. “Gashur’s skins are the envy of the tribes. The pockets are easily capable of carrying any tool one might need for their day-to-day lives.”

I scowled skeptically at the enchanted pouch resting on Dumag’s hip. “Everything?” I asked skeptically.

Dumag nodded as he reached into his shawl and pulled out a vial of powder. “Our line of work needs a greater variety of materials,” he continued before returning the vial to his shawl. “The preparations made for the city were merely an addition to my day-to-day precautions.”

I nodded as I let out a sigh, following Dumag as we began to climb back up the winding steps. “I’ll need to get some of my own then,” I muttered aloud, tapping the hilt of my sword again. “The sword is useful, but it’s not enough.

Dumag nodded again as we continued to climb. “One matter at a time,” he said, likely trying to be encouraging. “Let us first ensure the elites will not pester us unexpectedly. We are still uncertain how they were able to track their own.”

I sighed as I glanced back at Olfin and Suhgan, the pair remaining silent as they followed us up the spiraling steps. I turned back as I stifled the brief resurgence of anger. “Not worth it,” I reminded myself.

Rurigig glanced back as we emerged once more from the steps, addressing Olfin. “I would have a word with you and the others, once we are finished here. The exterior hallway was far hotter than normal.”

Olfin let out an exhausted sigh as he nodded. “An unfortunate matter of supply, sadly,” he replied. “Our hippogriff talons have run low and no mercenary group nor guild has been able to supply us with more. We have been forced to substitute with falcon and eagle talons, but they make the results inconsistent.”

Rurigig sighed as he shut the door behind us and began to lead us down the hallway running along the outside of the prison, this time through the one opposite of the one he had led me and Dumag. “I am unsurprised,” he growled, reaching up and scratching one of his shoulders. “Those creatures are dangerous. The western mountains are still untamed because of them.”

Olfin nodded again as he reached into his shawl and pulled out a scrap of parchment and examined it. “We are still reeling from the healing potions we used during the assault, as are all the shops in the city. Spring is just beginning so I anticipate the herbs to begin flourishing once more. They will be far easier to purchase in the coming months, but we will still need to brew them into propper vials.”

Rurigig nodded as the floor began to change, the white stone growing tufts of frost and taking on a blue tinge. “The weather has been fair so far. Let us hope it is a sign of the times to come.” We rounded the corner as the frost grew thick enough to begin crunching beneath our feet.

Out of curiosity, I ran a hand along the wall and felt a muted chill permeating the stone, much warmer than it should have been. I turned to Rurigig as the realization finally dawned on me. “Your guards all wear shawls like these,” I said aloud. “That’s why I didn’t see any of them sweating earlier?”

Rurigig chuckled as he glanced at the wall. The frost was becoming ice now, causing the straight hallway to undulate and shift as it went. Only one or two breaks in the ice marked where a door might have been. “Still on about the furnaces, are ya?” he asked, amusement thick in his voice.

I shrugged, feeling the remnants of my annoyance fading again. “I can’t help it. Like I said earlier, this magic stuff is still new to me. Every detail I learn about it just entices me.”

Rurigig roared with laughter this time before stopping in at a small divot in the wall. “If that is the case, then I suspect you will find this next trick very enticing.” he then gestured Olfin over. “This one will do,” he said, not bothering to explain what came next.

Olfin merely squeezed passed as he pulled on the strange leather glove. Only now did I see the arcane marking along the back of its hand, a small gemstone adorning its center. With a flourish, Olfin ran his hand along the wall, leaving a trail of steam behind as the ice began to shrink back. Olfin continued to palm the wall as the ice melted away and turned to steam, drifting up and gathering as a new layer of frost along the ceiling of the hallway. Within a few minutes, a new recess had been made, revealing a damp but intact wrought iron door. Olfin then stepped away as Rurigig gestured happily at the new doorway.

I let out a “Woah,” as the warden reached into his shawl and produced the same ring of keys and unlocked the door. “How many times can you do that?” I asked, jumping to the most obvious question first. “That’s gotta be a must-have for traveling in a tundra.”

Olfin sighed sadly as he eyed the leather glove. “Only a handful of times a day, unfortunately,” He explained. “It has a daily capacity of only a cubic yard. Useful for our purposes, but a burden in places with a more untamed nature.”

The door let out a loud CLANK as Rurigig pushed it open, revealing row upon row of shelves burdened with wrought iron chests, both big and small. A few of them lay open, but most of them were closed tight with a layer of frost growing on them. The larger chests had a flat rectangular lid that almost touched the shelves above them; while the smaller chest had a rounded top, anchored to the shelves they rested on by way of thick iron chains. Just from a glance, I could tell that the room had been designed in such a way to force you to remove the large chest from the shelves if you wanted to open one and that the smaller ones were to stay where they were. Both chests used latches to ensure the contents remained shielded from the outside, but only some of them had locks attached to them. “Guess the locked wall of ice is considered a sufficient means of securing the room. Wonder what’s in those locked chests though.”

Before I could inquire further, Rurigig moved into the room, a brief clinking sounding as he moved, and briskly walked over to a secluded corner, not easily visible from the entrance. He finally stopped at one of the chained-down chests and undid the latch, opening it to reveal a barren box made of cold wood. He waved Olfin over as he gestured at the empty box. “This should be suitable. If you could place the items within.” Olfin nodded as he stepped forward and placed the pouch within. Rurigig nodded as he turned to Dumag. “Do you have an incantation you wish to use? One that would alert you should these precautions fail?”

Dumag let out a tired sigh as he shook his head. “Not at present. We have companions that are making an effort for such a spell. Our trip here was merely a means to place the items in safer hands. … The outsiders’ current abode is not presently equipped to handle such foes.”

Rurigig nodded understandingly as he flipped the small lid shut and secured the latch. “Of course,” he said, revealing a small lock in his hand. A sharp click sounded as the lock was secured onto the chest and Rurigig turned to us, revealing a small key which he added to his massive ring of keys. “Return here if you wish to add such an incantation. From what you have told me, such a precaution may be necessary.”

I nodded and sighed in relief as Rurigig returned his ring of keys to his shawl. “We’ll let you know if we learn anything important about the Elites,” I said, giving an equally relieved smile. I then turned to Dumag as I gestured towards the door. “Let’s get going. It’ll be getting late soon.”

Dumag nodded his head before turning to Rurigig and tapping his chest. “We are grateful for your assistance.” He said. “Alert us should these items go missing from this room.”

Rurigig nodded and tapped his chest in kind as we turned and made our way out of the storage room. Suhgan and Olfin were still standing outside the door, waiting for us to exit. Shugan glared at me and I felt the twinge of annoyance bubble up again. I felt my mind pinch itself as Amelia's voice rang in my head. ”Play nice.” I let out a sigh as I reached up and pulled off the enchanted shawl. Almost immediately I felt the biting chill of the hallway and goosebumps rose along my arms as I held out the bundle of animal fur. “For what it's worth,” I said, meeting his gaze. “I'm hoping those black-clad fucks never return. Unfortunately, the chances of that are pretty slim right now.”

Suhgan said nothing as he continued to glare at me. Finally, he took the shawl gingerly from my grasp, draping it over his arm as dumag pulled off his own shawl and handed it to Olfin.

I turned to Dumag as I gestured down the hall, likely looping back to the lobby we had entered from. “Ready to go?” I asked.

Dumag nodded as he stepped forward, the frost crunching beneath our feet as we made our way out of White Rock prison. Next stop, the eastern barracks.
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Dexter



Our last errand, thankfully, was finished quickly. The long walk between the prison and the eastern barracks gave me enough time to cool down. There weren't any other surprises either, except maybe the price of renting a practice court and instructor; a hundred teef a month for access to their courtyard and fifty teef an hour for an instructor. I felt the pain at the thought of such an expense for our admittedly limited funds. Amelia and I each got an allowance of five hundred teef a month, accumulated for only three months, but even that was starting to cut in tight with all the new purchases we were being faced with, not to mention the costs we were already faced with studying at the institute. I imagined that the safe would cost a decent amount as well, in addition to the ingredients for the enchantments we had in mind.

I pushed the extensive list of expenses to the back of my mind as Dumag and I finally returned to the Institute, having completed our long loop around the city and being four trinkets and a few hundred teef lighter for it. I rubbed my eye as I felt the fatigue catching up and we approached the front door. “You think they managed to find the right spell?” I asked, hopefully for some good news.

Dumag nodded tiredly. “I know the Institute has a record of the spell,” he explained as we climbed the steps of what counted as a porch. “It is merely a matter of finding the correct tome. That, and collecting the ingredients.”

I nodded as I pushed open the door and stepped inside. My next thought was smothered as a cacophonous murmur filled my ears. Even in the normally quiet entrance hall, filled with various displays of common magical items, the doorway to the left practically vibrated as excited and disbelieving whispers barreled through it. I glanced, confused, towards Dumag as he shut the door behind us. He gave me an equally puzzled expression as we set off through the doorway together. We needn’t walk very far to find the origin of the murmur as we passed through the hallway and entered the Inquiry room to find a large crowd gathered near a board. It was the announcement board.

I didn’t have time to crane my neck to try and see what everyone was looking at before a voice shouted from across the room. “Dexter!” Amelia’s chipper voice said. I turned to see her rushing over, a wide smile plastered on her face. “They finally finished it,” she said happily, pointing towards the crowd.

I glanced over then looked back at her, still confused. “What is?” I asked, a million things whirling through my mind. There was so much they could have been announcing, things that would have pertained to us. It could have been the announcement of new high grade manastones being available in the storehouse, the discovery of the Archive and an invitation to have it studied, the revelation of a collection of spellstones and the possibility to have them studied in order to replicate or even improve upon them, it could even have been … I stopped as I realized what they must have been announcing. My eyes went wide and Amelia’s smile grew as she seemed to know what I was thinking.

Amelia then took my hand and began leading me towards the crowd. “Come on,” she said happily. I followed without protest, a whole world of possibilities opening up as we approached the board. The murmuring grew quieter as we approached, mages turning and stepping aside to let us through. Within moments, Amelia had led me to the announcement board and pointed to a large roll of parchment that dominated the center of it. It read;

The Elder Mother’s Institute of Magic and Alchemy formally recognizes the magic guild known as Iridescent Embers.

Iridescent Embers was the name I had initially chosen for our group when I went to register our discovery of the Archive and the name we had placed on all the papers we gave to Garahk. Below this title was a list of the seven of us, each accompanied by an illustration.

The members of this guild are as follows: Dexter Rodriguez, Champion of the Butterfly, Defender of Snakhagr; Dumag Urbul, Combat Instructor at the Institute, Defender of Snakhagr, Warrior of Gashur; Amelia Belrose, Mage of the Institute; Brokil Zugorim, Introductory Instructor at the Institute, Healer of the Infirmary; Bruga Parfu, Defense Instructor at the Institute, Defender of Snakhagr; Gremach Vetorkag, Lower Mage of the Institute, Defender of Craglekan; Salthu Orok, High Wizard of the Institute.

Beside each name was an illustration, a near perfect representation of our faces, caught with various expressions. If I had to guess, they might have had a spell of some kind to capture a moment in ink. Either that, or they had a really good illustrator. I looked up at the parchment in amazement as the possibilities barreled through my head. The fact that we were a recognized guild now simplified a lot of things. We had an offer for a quest before the papers had even been finalized. From what Uloth had said, guilds could earn a lot by accepting and completing quests. Then again, it also drew a lot of attention, something we didn’t want from the Elites or the other orc tribes right now. I felt my heart leap into my throat, however, as I saw the line at the bottom of the announcement.

This guild has been given conditional permission by Chief Dubak Farod, son of Farod Gashur, to operate within the city of Snakhagr at the request that no damage occur within the city walls. Any and all magical or alchemical trials are the sole responsibility of the Iridescent Embers and their members. Speak with the inquiry desk for the location of their guildhouse.

My sigh could not relieve this new weight on my shoulders. It could only harden my resolve. It was only now that I realized my hands were shaking. I jumped as a shrill voice shook me from my thoughts. “Not what you expected?” She asked, her own voice filled with excitement and concern.

I instinctively shook my head, nervous and excited at the same time. “They didn’t take a great picture,” I deflected. “I know my own frustrated concentration when I see it.” I wasn’t wrong. My own illustration had my brow furrowed and lips pursed slightly. I could only guess I wasn’t happy with whatever I was looking at. They even managed to capture the angry crack in my glasses. Then again, with all that was going on, I hadn’t exactly had the time to enjoy myself.

Amelia looked up at the board and let out a chuckle. “I could say the same for mine,” she said, pointing. Her illustration seemed far more graceful, her face calm but also concentrated as she rested her head on the arm of a chair. “I’m pretty sure they found me when I was playing a contortionist on one of their benches,” she continued, pointing. “You can even see my knee in the corner.”

I squinted near the corner, but all I saw was an extra line or two. She might have been telling the truth; or she was just trying to make me feel better. I chuckled as I took a quick glance at the other illustrations. Each of the others seemed caught unawares and had equally candid expressions as me and Amelia, save for Salthu who seemed to be looking right at whoever had made the illustrations. “At least we know what was in that message for Garahk,” I sighed, still trying to deflect from my sudden nervousness. “I just wish we didn’t have to deal with this mystery bullshit.”

Amelia chuckled again and seemed about to say something when a hand slammed into my shoulder and Brokil’s cheering voice met my ears. “The Day Just Keeps On Giving, Does It Not?” He said loudly, pulling my attention to him. A wide smile was plastered across his face. I found myself being put a bit at ease as Brokil began listing off what he, Gremach, and Salthu managed to accomplish that day. Salthu was a good pick to send to the library. He found the books we needed and made a list of ingredients in the time it took Gremach and Brokil to place an order for a safe with Urog. Down another hundred a fifty teef and we’d have it within a month. Not ideal, but not much we could do. It also turned out the storehouse had a surplus on many of the ingredients we needed and Gremach was able to negotiate a discount on some of the more common ones; more ideal. Some of the ingredients we needed we’d have to gather ourselves, which meant a trip outside the city, but we had most of what we needed. Brokil finished up by flipping through the tome and showing me the spell that would go around the barn. It was simply titled ‘Detection’ and had an illustration of an orc in a building grabbing some kind of staff as dark figures outside the building approached.

I sighed in relief as I read the description of the spell. From what it said, it would allow us to build an apparatus that would alert anyone attuned to it if an unattuned person had entered an area we designated. It wouldn't protect the barn, but it would prevent us from being jumped in the middle of the night, even if we were asleep. “This is perfect.” I said, showing a genuine smile as I turned to them. “Good job. How long before we can gather the last of the ingredients?”

Brokil gestured towards the entrance as he replied. “I can purchase a pair of them from the Apothecary to the North. The last one will require a hunting trip to the mountains near there. The sponge stones must be freshly harvested from the mountain goats.”

I nodded as I closed the book and handed it back. “Perfect. What about the other enchanting spells? Amelia and I still need our own gear for situations. Scrounging up what we can from our Archive relics is only going to get us so far.”

In retrospect, Brokil’s jovial expression faltered for a second as he opened his satchel and thumbed through the books. “That was a more difficult matter,” he admitted. “We gathered some books on basic enchantments, but did not procure specific ingredients.” He then pulled out a tome and handed it to me. “You gave no instruction on which enchantments you would need. This left Salthu to merely gather information on the craft.”

I thumbed through the book as Brokil explained. The contents were extensive and complicated. From the looks of it, imbuing an object with magic wasn’t as simple as casting a spell at it. There seemed to be a myriad of circles, foci, constructs, and ingredients that went into making them. From active to passive effects, elemental, illusionary, transformative, even something as simple as a wand for enhancing the Levitate spell required a laundry list of prebuilt items that each required their own constructions to make. I furrowed my brow again as the material cost of things practically exploded in my face. “Fan-fucking-tastic,” I muttered, continuing to flip through the pages. Most of the book was filled with the various constructs that served individual roles in the making of an enchantment. The rest of it was dedicated to some simple enchantments; Protection, Enhance [Spell] or [Element], Fortify, Gleam, and the like. None of them popped out at me as something to have and the material cost to even make them was preventing me from choosing. “Another god-damn cost for this god-damn magic on this god-damned-”

I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Amelia giving me a concerned expression. “We don’t have to figure this out right now,” she said, pointing to the board. “We should celebrate. We earned it after yesterday.” I felt like slapping myself as I realized I'd done it again.

Before I could offer an apology, another hand slammed onto my shoulder and Dumag's voice rang out over the murmurs in front of the announcement board. “An excellent idea. A night of celebration is in order.” I was then pulled, along with Brokil back towards the entrance to the Institute. “Come. Bruga tells me of an excellent tavern where we might be merry for the night.”

I offered as genuine a smile as I could as I mentally kicked myself again. “Yeah. Let's go,” I said, tucking the book under my arm as I began keeping pace with Dumag. I glanced at Amelia as I gave an apologetic expression before turning to Dumag. “So, what's the place called?”



In retrospect, I should have known exactly which tavern Bruga would recommend. Yet, it only took us getting all the way there before I realized. Regardless, it didn't take long for us to make our way to the Foaming Flagon and the tavern of Bruga's brother, Brugo.

Visiting the tavern after the sun went down was a completely different experience to the two other times I'd gone. The end of the day crowd was filling the tables, leaving only a few of them open by the time our group pushed through the door. In the corner a trio of musicians were strumming away, harmonizing and singing about a farmer that apparently made a deal with the devil over a lute of gold.

A vague familiarity tugged at my mind as Bruga strode towards the bar, arms outstretched. “Brother!” She said cheerily.

Brugo looked up from beneath the counter, grinned widely, then threw his arms out as the pair embraced over the bar. “Sister!” He said happily. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Brugo’s eyes had a moment to flit towards the rest of us entering the tavern before Bruga replied to his question with enthusiasm. “Well, me and my guildmates are in dire need of celebration and I knew just the person to turn to for some drinks after these last couple of days.”

Brugo's smile widened at the mention of guildmates and his cackling bellow filled the tightly packed tavern. “HAHAHAHAAA. So they finally did it?” He practically shouted, turning to us. “About sarding time. My sister was starting to worry, with how long the Institute was taking.”

Bruga’s expression flashed to annoyance before becoming … amused. “You should have known the Institute would never turn down a request from one such as myself.”

I felt a modicum of ease as I finally realized that Brugo and Bruga were participating in their own form of sibling banter. At least, I hoped it was sibling banter. I could only assume such, as Brugo produced a half dozen mugs and filled them with amber colored ale. “Then you lot have earned a celebration. Come. This round is on the house.” Bruga beamed in response as she took the mugs and handed one to each of us. “Thank you, brother.” She said smugly. “I will be sure to parade around our guild when it finds fortune.”

Brugo only grinned at the cocky boast as he wiped a spot on the bar. “So long as that parade finds itself here with intent to spend that fortune.” He countered.

Bruga smiled as she picked up her mug. “You know it will,” she said before leading everyone to an empty table. I saw Amelia take a hesitant sip as Bruga raised hers in toast. “To the Guild!” she shouted. All of us lifted a mug in unison as we officially celebrated our group, but I could not shake the feeling of paranoia as my eyes flitted to the door, half expecting an Elite to burst through at any moment.

The back of my mind nagged at me as I downed the drink. The tingling buzz of alcohol was almost a welcome distraction. I tried to focus on Amelia’s assurance that we had earned a break, but couldn’t shake the feeling of paranoia as we ate and drank. My mind whirred with scenarios; some I could prepare for given our current capacity, others that would require more trips to the library in hope of a solution. Still, I forced myself to enjoy what I could as the musicians in the corner moved onto song after song. Most had the same jovial and raucous tone that had first appeared as we entered the bar, but the occasional grim tale of some adventure or another always seemed just around the corner. Word spread quickly about the new guild and we quickly became the center of attention. Our adventure in Vedug was recounted by Gremach and Salthu, the pair of which seemed to have a knack for storytelling, followed by our most recent outing against the elites told by Brokil and Dumag. Their knacks did not seem to be in the field of oral narrative. Bruga, meanwhile, wasted no time in downing vast amounts of alcohol, seeming to shock even her brother as she finished three mugs in the span of an hour.

As the night wore on, the musicians became more of a backdrop as the other patrons began recounting tales of their own. Our table soon became just a place for us to kick back and watch the rest of the tavern enjoy themselves. I found myself wandering about, hearing stories from other groups; with the bar being the best place for anyone to just listen in.

Throughout the evening I heard patrons recount tales of old scars that criss crossed each of their bodies. Anywhere from a large fish that almost escaped to a battlescar that had warned its bearer of every storm they had seen in the last 50 years. I ran my thumb along my own handful of scars as I tried to focus on the buzz the alcohol was delivering to me. They didn’t hurt, but I felt uneasy at the scant few adventures we had already embarked on that had already stacked up marks on my body. My mind began to spiral as I tried to formulate the next logical step for the Elites given what little information we had on them.

My internal cognition was interrupted as Amelia sat beside me and leaned in close. “Penny for your thoughts?” She asked bluntly.

I jumped at the intrusion and quickly fished around for a response. “The-uh-the drinks are good.” I deflected. Amelia's expression of concern didn't falter. She didn't believe me. I sighed before reluctantly continuing. “I’m worried about the elves.” I admitted. “These last couple of days have been such a whirlwind that … They turned the entire city on its head before anyone even realized they were there. You only hear about that kind of thing in movies and books. Sure, we set up some things to be cautious, but we don’t really know what kind of group they-”

“Dexter.” Amelia’s firm voice stopped me before I could continue. I turned to see her giving me a reassuring expression. “We’ve earned this.” she said simply. “We’ve done all we can for right now. What we need now is food and rest. We can worry about them in the morning.”

I pursed my lips as I took a deep breath, knowing the truth behind those words. “I’m ruining it, aren’t I.” I muttered, guilt briefly washing over my paranoia.

Amelia shook her head as her hand gripped my shoulder. “You’re not, you’re just ….” Another sigh left Amelia’s lips as she took a swig from her drink. There was a pregnant pause before she finally continued. “I’m just worried about you,” she said finally. “I heard about what happened in the cave, after the ambush. I see you with this intense expression all the time. … I know you just want to help, but you can’t help others if you get hurt, get separated, … get killed.” I bit my cheek hard at the last part, remembering Dumag’s words in the cavern. Amelia continued. “I just want to make sure that you know it’s okay to take a break once in a while. You said it yourself. The elites are likely going to need to regroup and assess their situation, which will take time. We can take one more day to rest; enjoy what we accomplished.”

I took a deep breath. Hearing those words from someone else …. helped. It felt like putting a blanket over my emotions. I knew it was still there, but I could stand to look away for a little while. “You would have made a good psychologist,” I said, giving Amelia what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

Amelia smiled back as she lifted her drink, offering me a toast. I lifted my drink to accept when I noticed the scar on Amelia’s arm, barely covered by the sleeve of the T-shirt she was wearing. I felt a surge of guilt as I remembered where she got it. "Does … does that hurt at all?" I ask, pointing at the splattered ridge of skin. The scar looked to have been caused by a stab that turned into a slash, also completely ignoring the leather armor she would have been wearing. I made a note to be careful about another enchanted knife from the group.

Amelia glanced at her arm before lowering her drink and covering the scar with her other hand. "Not at all." She said quickly. I couldn't tell if she was lying. Another unfortunate product of my hypothalamus condition. Unless you had piss poor deception skills, or you were saying something categorically false, it was impossible for me to know if you were lying. Amelia quickly deflected as she downed the last of her drink. "Besides, I'm not the only one that got a scar yesterday." She tapped her chin, indicating the slash across my own. It ran diagonally from just below the left corner of my lip to just above my Adam's apple. "Don't know what you were thinking to run after the Elites. They fought off a sneak attack against all of us. You were just asking for trouble when you ran after them."

I let out a frustrated sigh at the last part, feeling the blanket tear a bit. "Obviously, I wasn't thinking." I replied, internally berating myself. "As a matter of fact, I …” I stopped as I took a second to wonder if I was really about to open up that can of worms again. The next second, I felt a familiar surge of anger as I took my drink and downed the last of it, drops of the golden amber liquid spilling past the corner of my lips. “She deserves to know about it.” I told myself, lowering the now empty mug. I let out another sigh as my fingers gripped the cup tightly. “I … have a condition. It’s something you should be aware of.” Amelia gave me a quizzical look as I started my spiel. I told her everything I told Dumag; the condition, the effects, the side effects, the consequences of said effects. It was easier telling it to her, which was a relief. She already knew about the parts of the brain, probably better than I did to be honest. Her confusion turned to intrigue, then turned to sympathy as I spoke. Knowing enough about her, I could understand why.

By the time I was done, Amelia had a stunned expression. “Woah,” she gasped simply. “I had no idea that condition was even possible.”

I nodded as I tapped my head. “I think my dad had his suspicions, but it wasn’t confirmed until he had a health scare and got a CT scan. Then we found out it was extremely hereditary when my oldest brother hit puberty. Dominant genes are unpredictable sometimes."

Amelia nodded as she sat back on her bar stool. The patrons took no notice of us; too wrapped up in their own tales and stories that filled the bar with raucous laughter. Amelia merely sat in stunned silence as she took in my revelation. “In retrospect, that makes so much sense.” She finally replied. “You always seemed to be on the hair’s edge of rage and it just makes sense now.”

I chuckled at the admittance. The buzz of alcohol seemed to be helping somewhat. “I’m glad I could admit this to you,” I sighed. “It’s … stressful without people that understand.”

I let the words hang in the air as I stared at my empty cup. It felt good to just let the moment rest. A cheer rose up behind us and I turned to see Bruga and Brokil, seemingly in the midst of a drinking contest against two other orcs. Salthu had passed out on the bench beside them. I craned my neck to see the third orc that once sat beside the other two in the drinking contest, but was currently slumped to the floor, mug still in hand. Dumag stood in the crowd and cheered on Bruga and Brokil. I chuckled as I turned back to Amelia. “We should get back in there.” I said, momentarily forgetting my worries.

Amelia nodded as she watched the contest for a moment before a smile crept across her face. “So,” she said smugly as she turned to me. “Rodriguez.”

I smiled back and chuckled. “Belrose,” I replied. I examined my empty cup before I turned to Brugo and held up the mug. “Another round, please,” I declared, setting the mug on the bar and holding up a pair of fingers.

Brugo nodded as he reached behind the bar. Amelia smiled as our drinks were poured and we lifted our now filled cups. “To the guild.” Amelia said simply. “To our glorious Servident. May he serve the guild well.”

I chuckled at the weird toast before accepting the toast and lifting the mug to my lips. “That sounds like a movie quote.” I remarked, before taking a sip of the warm amber liquor. “Where did you hear that one?’

Amelia gave me a weird look before she took a sip of her drink. “I paraphrased the first words to the inaugurated Washington. I can’t believe you haven’t heard them before.”

I gave her a confused look as I set my mug back down on the bar. “George Washington?” I asked. “Or is there some other Washington I haven’t heard about?”

Amelia shook her head before she took a large swig of her drink. “No, it’s definitely George Washington. Y’know, the first Servident? The current servident just had a meeting with the General Secretary.”

I furrowed my brows at the weird combination of words. “Do you mean the Secretary Gener- Are you talking about the President?” I asked, suddenly realizing the much more blatant discrepancy in my historical knowledge. “Who calls the position a Servident?”

It was Amelia’s turn to furrow her brow as she set her mug down. “In all my life, I have never heard anyone call the office a President. Even in the African nations, they call it a Servident. Y’know, He who serves?”

I felt my confusion rising as I wracked my brain for any logical explanation for this unexpected twist. “Amelia, I have textbooks of American and world history back at the barn and none of them ever use the word Servident or General Secretary. You’re the one that got taught weird history.”

Amelia shook her head insistently as she rubbed her head. “Dexter, that’s impossible. I even had a class trip to the capital and every museum there used the word Servident. There’s no way you have a book that could- …. Unless.” Amelia suddenly seemed deep in thought and I in turn tried to parse how this situation came up.

I gritted my teeth as I thought intensely. It was impossible that an entire part of America would call it anything other than a President. Even in the D.C area couldn’t have had so many misprints, and nowhere did I ever see the word Servident. Even in all the parallel world stories from the comics, they still called the position a president. They had that in com-

My eyes suddenly widened as I suddenly realized the obvious answer. I turned and met Amelia’s eyes as she finally looked at me. ”Are we from different worlds?” we asked in unison. A chill ran down my spine as a further realization dawned on me. We were both very far from home.



            
