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 Chapter 1: Just another day 
 
      
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    “What is it my darling one?” 
 
    “Why are the other kids so mean to me all the time?” 
 
    In a cozy cottage made of wood and sod and brick two people were sitting near a fire place enjoying a simple dinner of soup and bread. A petite young woman put down her spoon and looked across the table. 
 
    She was beautiful, with soft, honey blonde hair that was tied up in a ponytail. Her skin was lightly tanned from the sun and her eyes were sapphires. Clad in the white habit-like robes of a Healer of Cynthia, the woman smiled sadly at the other person in the room. 
 
    Smaller, and with faint traces of baby fat still noticeable, the other figure was a young girl about five years old. She had a messy mop of straw blonde hair on her head, inexpertly done up in a braided ponytail. Dressed up in pants and tunics, she’d look like a boy if not for the pink ribbon that tied her ponytail. 
 
    The most noteworthy part of the girl’s appearance though was her mint green skin and a pair of two stubby incisor fangs that protruded down from her upper lip. Orange eyes stared morosely at the bowl as she idly played with her food. 
 
    “Sweetie, are the other children picking on you?” 
 
    “Sometimes. They make fun of me, call me monster. I’m not a monster, am I, mama?” 
 
    “Of course not!” the woman said sharply.  
 
    “Then why are they so mean?” the little green girl whimpered. 
 
    “Not everyone is comfortable around other species, my tiny mint leaf,” the Healer said, standing up and walking over to her daughter. She knelt and gave her a strong, reassuring hug.  
 
    “People can be fearful of what they don’t understand, and that fear can easily turn to anger. The only way to overturn their expectation is not to give in to their ridicule.” 
 
    The little girl sunk into her mother’s arms with a sniffle, rubbing her head into the soft woolen robes. 
 
    “Never let anyone bring you down with hate and harsh words. Because if you can rise above it, Lady Cynthia will smile on you, and your world will be so very blessed. Like when I was blessed with you.” 
 
    The two hugged for a moment. “Tell me, do you know what your name means in the Elder Tongue?” 
 
    The girl shook her head and the Healer smiled gently. 
 
    “It means ‘beautiful,’ and that is what you are, regardless of what anyone says.” 
 
    “I love you, mama.” The green skinned girl snuggled deeper into her mother’s arms as the young woman stroked her head. 
 
    “I love you as well, my precious, tiny mint leaf. I love you so much. Never forget that.” 
 
    . 
 
    “Wake up, brat!” Harsh morning light accompanied the equally harsh and loud voice, and a young woman with mint green skin groaned and woke up. She rose from her threadbare collapsible cot and sluggishly shed her night clothes, changing into the durable outfit for the rest of her day.  
 
    She exited her room, a dull grey fabric tent, and emerged into the burning morning sun. It was already warm outside, and promised to be a scorcher.  
 
    Around her were a dozen other tents set up in a slapdash ring formation, most of them around her own ‘home’s’ size, though a few were much larger. Between the sea of grey and brown what little ground could be seen was blackened, cracked, and parched, only a few scraggly shoots of rattlereed popping up here and there.  
 
    “Finally escaped your dreams, huh?” a second voice called out, this one much less grating on the woman’s ears.  
 
    A campfire had been set up in the middle of the ring of tents, with a few other early risers cooking up breakfast. 
 
    “Not for lack of trying,” she muttered, stretching slightly.  
 
    The speaker, a much smaller and skinnier individual with a shock of bright blue hair, passed the young woman a cup of hot tea. 
 
    “Oh, this is what I needed,” the green woman sighed, gratefully taking the beverage. Ah, mint tea. Her favorite. 
 
    “Thanks, Rindel, you’re a doll.” 
 
    “That better not be a crack at my height, now, Dora,” the gnome scolded, though his tone was teasing. 
 
    He wore a stained white smock over a grey tunic, and his spiky blue hair really detracted from the hideous scar that marred his face. Where his nose had once been a lump of scar tissue now rested, and the rest of the wound extended to the right side of head, clipping his ear. 
 
    “Of course not. I’d never stoop that low,” Dora said with a smile, flashing her two fangs in the process. 
 
    “I’m watching you,” Rindel warned, waving a ladle as if it were a sword at the young woman who just laughed.  
 
    “What’s cooking?” she inquired, squatting down next to the fire as she inspected the cauldron. 
 
    “The usual. Beans and porridge. Oh, and black bread.” 
 
    Dora grimaced but accepted a bowl nonetheless. Food was food, and she didn’t want to go hungry before they broke camp.  
 
    “When you’re done, go check with the boss and remind him we need more oats. Both for the horses and for us. Otherwise we only have enough for three more days.” 
 
    “Got it, Rindel,” Dora replied. She quickly spooned the gruel into her mouth. “Got any idea where we’re heading today?” 
 
    “First, don’t talk with your mouth full. It’s gross,” Rindel scolded. “Second, we’ll probably head towards the Aldani Gorge. We usually stop by that place this time of year to see if there are any new products to add to the Menagerie.” 
 
    “I see,” Dora murmured, setting her bowl down. She stuffed her ration of black bread into a pocket before heading off to find the boss and relay Rindel’s message.  
 
    Even though her steps were slow and hesitant, Dora did as she’d been asked. As the Quartermaster of their little group, it would do them no good to ignore Rindel’s warnings or requests. Not if you wanted to eat and drink later, that is. 
 
    She found the boss, and the source of the voice who had stirred her from her sleep, standing near a large steel cage. Inside it was a very large beast with sandy fur, eagle wings, and a disturbingly female humanoid face. It was asleep, or unconscious, which Dora thought was a minor miracle given the volume her leader was talking in.  
 
    “If you want to waste more drugs, go ahead. But if this beast is not in prime condition the buyer won’t touch it with a ten-foot pole,” a gruff voice declared. 
 
    The speaker was a large male humanoid figure. Some of his most distinct features were his dark green skin and large fangs which protruded over his upper lip. He was tall, almost reaching seven feet in height, and he seemed bigger because of his impressively broad shoulders. Biceps rippled with cord-like muscles and the white tunic he wore didn’t seem suited to containing his bulk. 
 
    At his sides were a pair of whips coiled up tight, but within easy reach. The one at the right was a leather corded whip, simple but brutally efficient. The second whip caused a shiver to descend the spines of any viewer. Made of rune-engraved black leather and studded with razor sharp blades of metal woven into the whip, a single blow would strip flesh from bone in a shower of blood and pain. He was an orc, a native of the sweltering heat of the Dreadlands. 
 
    One’s gaze ultimately was drawn towards the left leg, or rather the lack of one. In its place was a peg leg carved from bone, or perhaps ivory. It glinted weakly in the morning light. 
 
    “And it’ll stay that way as long as we keep her sedated. Sphinxes are not soft-hearted creatures and she will lash out and try to escape when she wakes. Our magic won’t work on her as well as the medicine would, so we need to take the plunge. The money we get from such a fine specimen will easily cover the extra costs,” a new voice pointed out as they gestured towards the sleeping beast. 
 
    Opposite the green giant was a human man whose only real feature was a black goatee that made him look like a villain from a cheap theatre play. A hefty mace was strapped at his waist, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice. 
 
    He looked up without fear at the orc, the two communicating through their stares. At length, they broke apart with a pair of grunts and the human walked off. 
 
    Dora had simply stood nearby and waited awkwardly for the conversation to end. Once it did she hesitantly approached the orc. 
 
    “What is it?” he demanded, glancing in her direction. 
 
    “Rindel wanted me to tell you we require more oats. We have enough for three days but no more.” 
 
    “Very well then. We can stop by the town of Creidor. It’s the closest settlement to the Gorge and we can pick up supplies there. Was there anything else, Ildora?”  
 
    “No, sir,” Dora said shortly. She repressed a smirk as she spotted her boss’ eyebrow twitch.  
 
    Everyone in the group knew Scarrot Yellowmoon, leader of the Yellowmoon Menagerie, despised nobles and the aristocracy. Referring to him as such was a sure way to get under his skin. 
 
    She quickly regretted her decision to backtalk when the orc turned to face her, arms folded. 
 
    “Good to see that you’re finally awake, Ildora. Now, go feed and water the merchandise. I wish to leave before noon, so hop to it.” 
 
    He turned away and wandered off into the camp, leaving Dora to fume in annoyance.  
 
    Teeth gritted, she stalked off to complete her orders. Better to obey than have that whip turned upon her. Not that Scarrot had ever struck any of the crew, but Dora did not want to push the issue and become the first casualty.  
 
    “Pushing the boss’s sensitive spots so early in the morning, Dora?” From another section of the field of tents a lanky human appeared, a smarmy grin plastered on his face. He wore a leather jerkin with a bandolier of throwing knives. There were also several tools shoved into his belt that jangled as the caravan’s repairman sauntered over. 
 
    “He never calls me by my real name,” Dora retorted, heading into one of the larger tents. This one contained the assorted supplies for the caravan, and she rooted around the boxes for feed. 
 
    “So, until he decides to remember that I’m called ‘Dora,’ I’ll continue pushing my luck, Reesh.” 
 
    “Better you than me,” the human said, rubbing a patch of stubble on his chin. “Want some help?” 
 
    “Thank you, that’d be great,” Dora said thankfully as she hefted one of the wooden crates. 
 
    Reesh bent down and lifted up a box, walking out of the tent behind the young half-orc maiden. They headed towards another section of the camp where four large covered wagons had been set up. Only two of them were occupied by the goods the Menagerie traded in. 
 
    Dora took a deep breath as they neared before wagons, her expression collapsing into neutrality. Gone was her smile, and the laughter in her eyes. She cut her emotions off as the shimmer of metal bars was spotted through the fabric that covered the transports. 
 
    Dora’s companion grimaced as he watched the transformation come over her.  
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dora uttered in a monotone.  
 
    Reesh took the lead, dropping the container on the dusty ground. The covered wagons had been converted into covered cages, and inside shapes moved, stirred by the arrival. 
 
    “Pass it through,” Reesh ordered, handing out rolls of hard bread. “Everyone gets a share.” 
 
    Behind him Dora lowered her own case, which contained strips of jerky and pieces of dry, flavorless fruit. She began to hand out the food to the merchandise in the cages. Once it was handed out to both wagons, she headed off to the previous tent to fetch a barrel of fresh water. It was warm, but it would do. 
 
    Dully passing out water skins she filled with water, Dora didn’t notice one of the ‘passengers’ moving within a wagon until a hand shot out and grabbed her right wrist. 
 
    She jerked back, her mask falling away at the contact. She stared in shock at the hand, and her gaze drifted up to the owner. A thin man with a scraggly beard glared at her before he snatched the water container from her and settled back into the wagon. Around his neck a collar was fitted, runes glowing softly in the gloom of the cage.  
 
    “We need to hurry up, Dora,” Reesh said, jarring her from her frozen state.  
 
    The half-orc nodded and quickly passed out the rest of the water before sealing up the barrel. 
 
    “Take the supplies back, I’ve got the rest of the handling,” Reesh assured. Dora didn’t reply, and simply took off, containers under her arms. 
 
    As soon as she was finished loading up the other transports the green young woman all but ran over to her tent and hid herself inside, grabbing a damp cloth used for washing. 
 
    Dora began to rapidly rub and scrub at her wrist, tears falling from her eyes as she muttered Cynthia’s prayers over and over. 
 
    All the while, faces flashed through her mind before the images settled on the collection of depressed and shackled people from earlier. It hurt. More than any teasing or thrown rocks, nothing hurt as much as the looks those people always gave. It was never the same person. But always the same expression. 
 
    Hate. Loathing. Fear. Disgust. Pity.  
 
    “Her light is glorious, her love boundless. Mercy comes to all who ask… mercy comes to all who ask…” Dora wept, even as her right wrist was scoured and began to bleed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Snail hunt 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, prepare to move out! We head for Creidor and the Aldani Gorge. I don’t want to see anyone lagging behind.” From the head of the wagon train, Scarrot Yellowmoon twisted around slightly as he sat on a massive black horse to stare behind at his crew. Nods of confirmation came and he snorted in approval.  
 
    With ponderous slowness, the caravan began to move forth, a dozen wagons pulled by twice that many horses. Across the blasted landscape it trundled along, a handful of enforcers astride horses as well to keep up with the pace. 
 
    Half of the wagons carried all the assorted supplies, from the food to the water to camping equipment. The rest of them had been converted into mobile cages that carried the merchandise of the Menagerie.  
 
    It was just another day for Dora. The half-orc looked over the collection of wagons and people that moved through the strangely empty land. Her gaze then drifted to the ground, taking in the cracked and pitted earth. 
 
    This was the infamous Dreadlands, or at least a part of them. Officially, the entire region was known as Suld, and was the southern half of the Orria and Par-Orria landmasses. A vast, mostly empty and dead continent, divided into three biomes. To the west in the Orrian side of the land was the Golden Dunes, a hot and sandy desert. In the east was the Cracked Land, a terribly dusty and ruined realm connected to the Par-Orrian side.  
 
    Lastly, the largest of the three areas: the Sprawling Jungle. Dense, humid, and filled with strange beasts and rare resources, it was the ultimate goal of any explorer or colonist. Collectively known as the Dreadlands, the three areas combined to produce a harsh, unforgiving land. What resources that existed though were jealously guarded by local warlords or the few nations that tried to settled it. 
 
    The Partaevian Empire, the southernmost nation of Orria had its influence in parts of the Dreadlands, seeking to expand its spheres of influence. The great golden kingdom of Saluda, situated to the west in the desert region of this realm, claimed that all of the Dreadlands were its by right. A few outposts from the Second Elfish Domain were set up along their borders of the Cracked Land, supposedly to protect their traders and merchants. 
 
    And of course, one could not forget the fourth rising power of the Dreadlands: the orcs. From their jungle home at the southernmost tip of the continent, the green skinned race had begun a slow but steady rise to power. More and more they were seen beyond the borders of their homeland. The War of Fallen Gods four hundred years ago had convinced orcs that if they were to survive, their clans and tribes needed to unite and interact with the humans, elves, and dwarves who continued to seek whatever riches they could find without regard for the native inhabitants. 
 
    This was her home, Dora thought bitterly. A place better suited to be found in one of the Hells than any good or just world. Where violence was the only way to succeed and life was simultaneously worthless and priceless.  
 
    Without meaning to, her eyes latched on the strip of gauze around her right wrist that poked out from under her sleeve.  
 
    She hated this. Hated it all. Unconsciously Dora’s gaze slid over to the covered wagons full of people. There were a dozen of them in each of the cage-carts, though a few more individuals could have fit inside if the Menagerie needed to maximize space.  
 
    In between the bars Dora spotted a man, probably no older than her. It was the same one who had grabbed her at breakfast. He was studiously ignoring everything. Unlike the others, he was not resigned to his fate, and would probably make a break for it sooner or later.  
 
    As much as she hated what she did in order to survive, she closed her eyes and muttered a prayer that he would not try to escape. Others had done so before. None made it far, and were quickly captured and made an example of. She didn’t want to see that again. 
 
    Trying to distract from the guilt and anger from her job in her gut, Dora tooled her gaze over the path the caravan was taking. High above the sun beat down on the travelers, searing them with the hot rays. 
 
    For a moment, she envied the slaves. They at least had shade. A violent shake of her head cleared that thought away as soon as it arrived.  
 
    “Oi, Ildora!” For the second time that day the boss’s voice shook her from her thoughts.  
 
    “Yeah, boss?” she shouted, spurring her own steed to approach the burly figure at the head of the convoy. 
 
    “Go do some scouting. I smell something on the wind, and I don’t like it,” Scarrot ordered. She nodded and rode ahead slightly to observe the flat landscape. 
 
    Dora raised her nose to the air and took a tentative sniff. Her nose was not as sensitive as a full-blooded orc’s, but it was certainly better than a human’s.  
 
    After a few huffs of stale, dusty air and an embarrassing bout of sneezing, she filtered out the natural scents of the area and found something out of place. 
 
    Fire. Heat. Sulphur. Burning rock and soil. And a lot of it. 
 
    Directing her ride, a chestnut mare with a big white splotch on her forehead in the vague shape of a star, Dora edged towards the disturbance in the ambience.  
 
    Cautiously she removed a crossbow that had been strapped onto her back, readying it in case of combat. In the Dreadlands you could never be too careful. There were plenty of magical beasts that roamed the magic saturated land, and of course there were plenty of bandits, thugs, and general scum who preyed on the merchants who traversed the land.  Safety was never assured. Rule number one in the Dreadlands.  
 
    Dora rode ahead until the Menagerie was a muddled blur in the distance. A thin cloud of dust rose up in their wake, so at least there was a good way to find them again if she went too far ahead. 
 
    “Come on Starspot. Let’s see what the boss sniffed out,” Dora said, rubbing the neck of her horse. A whinny was her reply.  
 
    Her surveying led her over a region covered in fissures. A strong smell of sulphur emanated from the wounds in the earth, causing her nose to wrinkle in protest. Spires of stone jutted out of the ground, creating a veritable forest, albeit a small one, of dark stone. The tallest rocky spur rose no higher than her hip. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she spotted what she assumed was the source of the fiery smell, and her boss’s worry. And to be honest, she was surprised at what she found. 
 
    A giant snail squirmed forward over the ground. Its shell was coal black and tiny vents along the outside pumped spurts of flame and greasy smoke. The flesh of the creature was a fiery red that radiated heat, even from this distance. Behind it trailed a thick line of blobby, sizzling acidic goo.  
 
    Dora watched in amazement as the enormous gastropod moved sluggishly over the rocky surface, dissolving and devouring the stone spires in its path. As it ambled along without care, she looked down at her horse. 
 
    “What do you think, Starspot? Should we report back to the boss now? Whatever this is, it looks harmless.” 
 
    The mare nickered. Dora nodded as if she understood. 
 
    “You’re right, we should get back. Plus, it’s almost lunchtime anyways. If we want grub, we got to move it!”  
 
    Starspot needed no further urging, as the promise of food was enough motivation for the hardy horse. She all but galloped back to the caravan, her rider clinging on and enjoying the rush of air upon her face. 
 
    “Well? What is it? What did you find?” Scarrot asked, and the goateed man from before rode next to him as Dora returned. 
 
    “I found a field of fissures that were spewing sulphur,” Dora said. “Inside, there was some sort of giant snail creature. Its shell vented smoke, and it kind of looked like it was made of magma.” 
 
    “Sounds like a Megalith Snail,” the human mused. He glanced at Dora and spotted her perplexed expression. “They’re mostly harmless lithovores, but have extremely high body heat as well immense fire resistance, secrete acid, and are classed as a C-rank magical beast by the Adventurer’s Guild.” 
 
    “What do you think, Holt? Is it worth our time to try and capture them? They’re an oddity, and can go for a decent amount of gold to the right buyer,” Scarrot questioned, and his right-hand man scratched his chin. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’d be worth it. Our cages are fire and acid proof, so we can hold it. How big was it, Dora?” 
 
    “Uh, I think it was ten feet tall? And twice that wide? It was bigger than me and Starspot though.” 
 
    “I see, I see, a young adult, then. I think we can make it fit. If nothing else we can force it into its shell for the trip if we really need the space,” Holt declared.  
 
    “Inform the men we have a beast to catch. Ildora, ride back to the Megalith Snail and observe it. Make sure it doesn’t wander off, or get attacked by predators,” Scarrot commanded. 
 
    Dora snapped a sloppy salute before turning around and riding back to the Sulphur flats, a tingle of excitement in her veins.  
 
    She often tried to ignore and forget the fact that she and her ‘family’ were slavers. She much preferred hunting and capturing animals to their regular profession of being flesh peddlers. It was moments like this when she went monster hunting that she felt alive, and could put the truth behind her for a while. 
 
    “I wonder if they taste like regular snails,” Dora mused as she patiently watched the creature ooze around.  
 
    A few moments later Holt arrived and he brought his steed, a hazelnut stallion, alongside Dora’s. He peered out over the expanse, removing a spyglass from his pack and spent a few minutes examining the Megalith Snail. 
 
    “Ah, good, it really is a juvenile!” he exclaimed with relief, collapsing his tool and returning to its spot among the other accessories and items. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Dora inquired. 
 
    “See the shell, and how black it is? A sexually mature Megalith Snail will have glowing red designs inside it, not unlike the whorls of a regular snail’s shell. They’d be that way because of the internal heat of the creature, marking it as a full adult. But it isn’t, which means we’ll have an easier time subduing the thing.” 
 
    “Do adults breathe fire or something?” Dora asked in a joking tone. 
 
    “Not at all. Tell me, how do snails reproduce?”  
 
    The half-orc maiden stared at the older human with an incredulous look accompanied by a blush on her cheeks. 
 
    “Wha- you can’t just ask a woman something like that!” Dora shouted. 
 
    “A regular snail reproduces by firing love darts, or calcified spears filled with sperm and other stuff,” Holt explained, completely ignoring his flustered companion. 
 
    “Now imagine a giant snail that, if threatened, can fire off these love darts like projectiles, each one capable of puncturing flesh and leather armor with ease. Now imagine said snail is essentially on fire, oozes acid, and has a shell comparable to obsidian.” 
 
    “Oh. Oooh!” Dora said in understanding. “So, because this one is not an adult, it doesn’t have a set of love darts?” 
 
    “Nor the means of producing them, either,” Holt said, nodding in approval of the young woman’s quick grasp of the matter. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she asked, getting excited. 
 
    “I have a few ideas. Come, let’s scout out the area around here. I want to make a mental map so I can plant traps later.” 
 
    For the next hour Dora accompanied Holt as he explored, as well as helped the older man set up a series of unusual traps. 
 
    “Could you please explain to me what exactly tripwires will do against something without legs?” Dora demanded as she stabbed a wooden stake into the ground. Wrapped around it was a length of cheap copper wire which was attached to another wooden stake. Several of these had been set up around an area Holt assured the half-orc to be a perfect spot to lure the Megalith Snail. 
 
    “Copper is a conductor of energy, both magical and mundane. A length of wire and a simple Level 1 Lightning Element spell can incapacitate any number of creatures, even those with resistance to magic,” Holt revealed, letting a few sparks dance over the tips of his fingers for emphasis.   
 
    “I see, you plan on stunning and subduing the monster this way,” Dora said excitedly.  
 
    “Quite. Anyone can set up a few bear traps or pitfalls. A real master of the art can do so much more with a variety of implements and materials.” 
 
    Holt paused in his work as the sound of hooves and trundling wheels reached him. He and Dora glanced behind them and spotted the rest of the Menagerie coming to a rest. 
 
    The wagons came to a halt a fair distance from the sulphur fields, staying out of the rank smell as Scarrot galloped over.  
 
    “Situation?” the orc demanded.  
 
    “Juvenile Megalith Snail. Easy mark,” Holt reported, waving a hand at his setup. Scarrot looked it over and gave a grunt of approval. 
 
    “Get the cage ready. And tell the men that we don’t eat until we’ve captured it,” Scarrot declared, issuing his ultimatum. Holt nodded and swung himself back onto his steed, riding back to the Menagerie. 
 
    Dora frowned at that as a rumble came from her stomach, but a smirk replaced it as she patted her pocket where the bread from breakfast had been stashed.  
 
    Scarrot noticed her lack of concern over his ‘no lunch’ edict but said nothing. Instead he watched her try to act inconspicuous and sneak a few bites of something from one of her pockets. 
 
    It was almost painful to watch.  
 
    “Don’t turn your back fully on someone when you’re trying to hide something,” Scarrot said, smirking to himself as the half-orc maiden jumped in surprise.  
 
    She sent him a scared look but the caravan leader ignored it, choosing to continue to speak. 
 
    “Stand sideways, so that whatever you’re trying to keep secret isn’t in view, but anyone watching can still see your face. If people can’t see your face, they won’t trust you and will become suspicious. But don’t look them at them head on, either. Doing so only provokes those who enjoy starting trouble.” 
 
    “Thank you for the lesson, boss,” Dora replied softly, a hint of red on her face after being caught like that. 
 
    “I would have thought that you’d have learned how to have better discretion by now, Ildora,” Scarrot snorted. “It’s been what, nearly two years already living among us? If you don’t learn this stuff quicker, you’re dead, and then you’ll be no use to me.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Dora spat out through gritted teeth. Damn that smug bastard! 
 
    Scarrot nodded in approval before turning his attention to the wide, desolate landscape. 
 
    “Do you know how this land came to be?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    “This used to be a fertile, lush realm, populated by all sorts of people and creatures. Then the Great Cataclysm occurred, ripping the world asunder,” Dora said, following her leader’s gaze. “Even now, three thousand years later, the wounds have yet to heal.” 
 
    “Correct. But do you know why that disaster happened?” Scarrot inquired. Dora slowly nodded her head.  
 
    “The World Rebellion,” she whispered, as if speaking the dark name any louder would stain her lips. “They sought to bring destruction to all. To let the Void swallow up all of creation.” 
 
    “They were a symptom, but not the ultimate source,” Scarrot growled.  
 
    “Greedy men and elves brought this about. The Grand Elfish Domain, the Sprawling Empire of Val’Narash… all that you see around you is the result of mortal hubris and sin.” 
 
    The tall orc grunted. “The World Rebellion might have done this, but others allowed it to happen, and forced us to live in their aftermath.” 
 
    Scarrot turned his gimlet stare upon Dora who shivered under the animosity in his eyes. 
 
    “If you can survive here in the Dreadlands, you can survive anywhere. Because someday everything will be like this. Dead, dying, and lost.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Dora whispered, breaking contact with his eyes and staring at the ground. 
 
    “Go help Holt prepare for the hunt,” he ordered after a moment of awkward silence.  
 
    Dora nodded, hopping up on her mare and heading back to the wagons. Scarrot remained where he was, staring over the jagged landscape. At length he turned away with a growl and spat on the dirt before returning to the group to coordinate the Megalith Snail’s capture. 
 
    “Alright everyone, gather around!” Holt shouted. Eight people walked over, Reesh and Rindel included. 
 
    “Our objective is a young Megalith Snail. Grab your gear and prepare for a hunt. You four, grab the cage with the red lock and bring it over to where I set up the traps. As for the rest of you, once you’re ready, meet up at the edges of the Sulphur flat. Keep an eye on the caravan while we’re gone.” The goateed man turned away before pausing. 
 
    “Oh, and no food until we’re done.” 
 
    A chorus of groans came out at that but the men hurried off to put on armor and grab their weapons. 
 
    “What do you want me to do, Holt?” Dora asked. 
 
    “I have a very special job for you. In fact, it’s the most vital one for this hunt. Rindel, fetch the largest block of rock salt we have.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Holt. Follow me, Dora.” 
 
    “Salt? Are we using it to scare the creature into the traps?” the young woman asked. 
 
    “Nah, the opposite. Megalith Snails actually love the stuff. They’re lithovores, meaning they eat rocks and dirt and metal. Salt, though, drives these giant fiery gastropods into a mating frenzy,” Rindel explained as the pair approached the wagon containing the food stores. “Since it’s young it can’t produce love darts for ranged attacks, meaning we can lure it into the traps without much danger.” 
 
    “Oh.” Dora blinked as she processed this, her eyes shooting open. 
 
    “Wait, does this mean…?” 
 
    “Yup! Hope you’re all limbered up, you’re going to have to run as fast as you can to escape a horny snail monster!” Rindel said cheerfully, dropping two fist-sized blocks of rock salt into her hands. 
 
    A few of the other crew members chuckled at Dora’s poleaxed expression.  
 
    “Ah, the most important role of all! Bait! Have I ever mentioned how glad I am you joined? That vaunted job used to be mine!” Reesh cackled as he walked past. 
 
    Dora narrowed her eyes and glared at Holt. The human simply winked, unabashed.  
 
    “First the Sphinx with steaks, and now a giant snail with salt. I will remember this, Holt. You shall rue this day,” she declared.  
 
    “Of course, I will, minty. Of course, I will.” 
 
    The rest of the camp burst into laughter as Dora nailed the trap master in the groin with one of the salt lumps.  
 
    As she huffed and stalked off, she caught a glimpse of Scarrot holding back a chuckle. For some reason that brought a satisfied smile to her face. 
 
    . 
 
    “Let’s go. Begin the operation!” 
 
    With Holt’s shouted command, Dora steeled her nerves and advanced through the craggy, broken territory of the Sulphur field. A horse would be hard pressed to move safely through the terrain at a trot, so trying to gallop? No chance. 
 
    As such, Dora approached the Megalith Snail on foot, rock salt held in a pouch around her waist.  
 
    The fiery gastropod was oozing around where she and Holt had left it, paying little attention to it surroundings. However, when Dora was about twenty feet away, its eyestalks swiveled towards her. Or rather, towards the pouch.  
 
    Delicately and with exaggerated slowness the half-orc broke off a bit of rock salt and crumbled it between her fingers before sprinkling it onto the ground. 
 
    The Megalith Snail let out a burbling roar and began to surge forward. The bait was down and out. Step one of her job was done, and Dora began to run back to the traps and the rest of the caravan’s crew.  
 
    Dora spared a glance over her shoulder and swallowed a lump of fear. The abnormally sized snail’s bulk was growing closer. It moved much faster than she’d expected. Not as fast as a human sprinter or a galloping horse, but much quicker than anything that size or shape should be able to. If she tripped, it would definitely catch up before she could stagger back up to her feet. 
 
    “Watch out for the wire!” Holt’s voice jolted Dora out of her thoughts and she jumped without hesitation, leaping over the copper threads. She could see her companions standing around with weapons raised and breathed out a sigh of relief. She then reached down and placed one of the rock salt chunks in the middle of the trap area before dashing over to her next spot, beside Holt and Rindel. 
 
    “Here it comes! Places, you layabouts! Are you going to let a woman do all of your work for you?!” Scarrot bellowed, causing the crew to scramble into position. 
 
    They did not have long to prepare, as the Megalith Snail had been hot on Dora’s heels. But Scarrot ran a tight ship, and the men were ready as the beast slid towards the salty treat.  
 
    Armed with cudgels and blunt weapons, their job was to corral the monster if it broke out of the trap, and subdue it with blunt force trauma. It was a messier, more dangerous task, and the merchandise would receive more damage, but it was the best back-up plan they had for such a spur of the moment capture. 
 
    Dora quickly ran to the side, moving one of the copper wrapped stakes so that it cut off the Megalith Snail’s exit, trapping the monster inside an impromptu magical array made of wire. It remained unaware, too engrossed in greedily consuming the salt to pay attention to its surroundings. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    At the orc’s command, Holt and Rindel slammed their palms onto the tops of the stakes on their side, channeling mana into them. 
 
    “Rush and strike and jump! From storm to earth! Jolt!” The Level Two Lightning Element spell erupted forth, conducting along the offered paths presented by the copper wires. 
 
    Almost instantly the wire glowed brightly and sparks of static popped and spat as the energy coursed through them. 
 
    Trapped in the middle, the Megalith Snail became the center of conductivity for the miniature bolts of lightning and was struck by dozens of them. It thrashed about in agony, but the secondary effect of the magical array had already activated with the presence of mana. 
 
    Immobilize. A hex designed to prevent the movement of anything trapped within. The key, essential spell for anyone in the business of capturing targets. 
 
    In fact, the bottoms of the wagons and cages in the Menagerie had this same magical array carved into them so if any ‘passengers’ tried to cause trouble they could be subdued immediately. 
 
    Dora watched impassively as the Megalith Snail finally collapsed under the barrage of magical and electrical energy.  
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” Holt asked, approaching Dora from the side, his own eyes latched onto the massive gastropod as well.  
 
    “I never thought that simple copper wire could be so useful,” Dora stated, nodding in acknowledgement of the older man’s skills. 
 
    “Human ingenuity is a terrifying thing,” Holt pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but here is where an orc’s power comes into play,” Dora said, watching intently as a new challenger entered the ring. 
 
    Scarrot Yellowmoon strode forward, careful to avoid the smoking strands of metal as he glared down at the insensate Megalith Snail. He drew his leather whip and quickly laid quick, sharp strokes upon the monster’s tender flesh.  
 
    It whimpered in pain and tried to escape into its shell, but the dark-skinned orc reached out and grabbed one of the eyestalks. It writhed at the contact but ceased trying to retreat into its portable home. 
 
    “Bring the cage over here!” Scarrot shouted. A cage set onto a wagon was pushed forward, and a ramp was lowered.  
 
    The orc began to step forward towards the open cage, and whipped the shell of the Megalith Snail lightly to convince it to move forward with him. The magical beast gurgled but complied, and in a few moments the newest addition to the Menagerie was safely secured in a fire-and-acid-proof container.  
 
    “Add a few doses of Healing Potion to the Megalith Snail’s next few meals so that it’s better condition for sale by the time we reach Creidor,” Scarrot ordered as he stepped away from cage. 
 
    “Now, let’s pack it up here and head back to the caravan and have some well-earned food!” 
 
    This brought a cheer from the lips of the hungry men, and they hurried back to the circle of wagons. Dora smiled eagerly and followed after the group. As she passed by, a heavy hand clapped her shoulder. 
 
    She froze at the contact, old fears bubbling to the surface. The offending appendage was removed almost immediately as Dora tensed up. The half-orc maiden sucked in a deep breath and turned to the person who’d accosted her. 
 
    It was Scarrot, who was staring at her with narrowed eyes and an unreadable expression. 
 
    “Yes, boss?” Dora asked softly. 
 
    “Good work out there. You performed admirably. Rindel, I think she deserves a reward.” 
 
    “Got it, boss. I know just the thing for her,” the gnome agreed, shooting the light green skinned woman a smile and a wink.  
 
    Dora’s spirits rose. She had a feeling she knew what the cook was planning and felt happy and excited, her earlier worries vanishing. Indeed, she smiled widely as the diminutive chef reached into a secured pack on the food cart and removed a jam pastry with crystalized honey glaze over it. 
 
    “Here you go, the last of the jelly buns. Hopefully when we get to Creidor I can get the supplies for more, but right now, enjoy this. Might be a bit stale though.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Dora whispered, biting into the snack and sighing in bliss. She knew she should eat her lunch first, but this was far too tantalizing.  
 
    As she ate, the tastes of her old life flooded back, and she could visualize her mother standing in the kitchen and preparing these for special occasions.  
 
    Off to the side, Scarrot watched, nibbling his lower lip. 
 
    “Don’t worry, boss, like I promised we can make more later,” Rindel claimed, a knowing grin on his face. 
 
    “Hmph.” Scarrot didn’t bother dignifying the smug gnome with a proper response. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: This life of ours 
 
      
 
    “What’s that? What’s that? Jam, jam, jam!” A young, mint colored girl pranced happily around a small kitchen, waving her hands in the air.  
 
    An exasperated sigh came from a young woman preparing dough, but she smiled kindly as she observed the energetic child.  
 
    “Dora, do you want to help me make the jam buns?” 
 
    “I like jam buns!” the young half-orc declared. She ran out of the kitchen, but hurried back to her mother’s side dragging a wooden chair. 
 
    Propping the furniture up against the counter, Dora clambered up and stood next to her mother, eagerly bouncing up and down. 
 
    “I need you to knead this dough. And after we bake them, we’ll add the filling, OK?” 
 
    “Can we add honey?” Dora asked, reaching out for a bottle of the golden nectar nearby.  
 
    To her disappointment the vial was moved out of her reach. 
 
    “Yes, but not yet. First, we need to do this. Everything has an order to it,” Dora.” 
 
    “Like with healing?” the young girl inquired, looking up towards her mother. 
 
    “Yes, just like healing. What’s the first thing to do when a patient comes in?” the Healer inquired. 
 
    Dora pouted as she thought through the question and formulated her answer.  
 
    “Identify the problem,” she said slowly, reciting the lesson from memory. “Observe how the ailment interacts with the body. Once the problem is discovered and you know what needs to be done, prepare a cure.” 
 
    “Very good, Dora! Now let’s make some jam buns to celebrate,” the Healer praised, patting her daughter’s head. The half-orc smiled widely and began to attack the dough, pounding it with her tiny fists. 
 
    “Is mommy a good Healer?” Dora asked after a while. 
 
    “I like to think so. I did pass all my tests from the Healer’s Order after all. Why?” the blonde-haired woman asked, interested as to the sudden interest her daughter was showing. 
 
    “I wanna help!” she declared. “I wanna help mommy heal people! I wanna be a Healer, too!” 
 
    “Why, Dora? Not that such a dream is a bad thing, quite the opposite. What brought this about?” 
 
    Dora looked down, unable to meet her parent’s searching gaze. After a bit of mumbling, she gave her answer. 
 
    “I wanna be useful. I heard one of the men in the funny clothes talking loudly about how if you aren’t helpful, you’re a bad person. I’m not bad! I’m a good girl!” 
 
    “Ah. While you shouldn’t take everything the wandering missionaries preach seriously, it’s a good dream to have,” the young mother said, bobbing Dora on the nose and leaving behind a smidge of dough on the tip. 
 
    She laughed as Dora scrunched up her face cutely trying to see the glob of raw food that had attached to her nose before batting at her face trying to wipe it off. 
 
    “Alright, Dora. If you’re good, and keep up with your chores and other lessons, I’ll let you watch as I do my job, and teach you a bit about what it means to be a Healer of Cynthia,” the mother declared, her heart aching with joy as her daughter cheered and clapped, sending clouds of flour and dough everywhere.  
 
    “For your first lesson on being a Healer, repeat after me: Do no harm save that which must be done to help others…” 
 
    . 
 
    It was an errant sunbeam that woke Dora from her dreams this time. Though she was pleased by the gentler awakening, she wished she could return to her sleep and see her mother once again. 
 
    Groaning, she got off of her cot regardless and began to prepare for the day. Two days of hard riding on the back of Starspot had made her calves and buttocks sore.  
 
    The grizzled leader of the Yellowmoon Menagerie wanted the group to push on further and faster now that they possessed a more volatile monster. 
 
    Sure, Sphinxes were powerful and dangerous, but Megalith Snails secreted a noisome fluid that corroded everything it touched, be it organic or otherwise. It was better to sell it quickly to someone who actually had the means to contain it safely. 
 
    Plus, they had fewer supplies thanks to their new addition. To remedy all their problems, Scarrot ordered a forced march to push the caravan as far as it could go as fast as possible. 
 
    The caravan was currently less than a day’s ride from Creidor, one of the few major settlements in the Cracked Land side of the Dreadlands. Translated into time by traveling with lots of wagons and luggage, another day or so would be needed. If lucky, they might arrive by nightfall. 
 
    “You’re up early,” Rindel noted as Dora emerged from her tent, rubbing sleep from her eyes. 
 
    “Against my better judgement,” the half-orc grumbled. “Last time I put my tent in the path of the rising sun.” 
 
    The gnome chuckled, passing the green maiden a mug of tea. Taking it gratefully, Dora sat on a pile of luggage and watched the other members of the Menagerie move about in the early morning light. 
 
    She recognized only a few familiar faces amid the crowd. Most of the men who worked in the caravan were part timers, hired on for just a portion of the long journey through the hostile wastes. Some did so for quick cash, others because they needed to go from one place to another.  
 
    It kept expenses down, but left only a small core of hardened and loyal followers to the Yellowmoon Menagerie. 
 
    Dora’s eyes drifted to the gnome at the cooking fire. Quartermaster and the oldest member of the group, Rindel had been with Scarrot for a long time, supposedly since the Menagerie was formed.  
 
    As for her, it would be two years since she’d left her old life to join up with this one. In just a few days she’d be seventeen, and then a week after that… 
 
    Dora blinked slowly as she realized the significance of her stray thought. 
 
    Two years. Had it really been that long? 
 
    “Hey, Rindel. Why did you join up with this group?” Dora asked as she nursed her cup of tea. The diminutive figure glanced up. 
 
    “Odd question. And out of the blue somewhat.” 
 
    “I just realized it’s been nearly two years since I joined,” Dora admitted. “And you’re one of the few people who’s been with the outfit longer than as just a temp. I sort of wanted to know… what drove you to this.” 
 
    “Ah,” Rindel said slowly, putting his ladle down. He stared at Dora who shifted under his piercing look. 
 
    “You do know that you have choices other than this, right, Dora? You don’t have to stay here, even if you feel indebted to the boss,” Rindel pointed out. 
 
    The half-orc looked away causing the Quartermaster to shake his head at her antics. 
 
    “If you must know, my tale is hardly that impressive. Scarrot and Holt were making a trade caravan, and they needed talented and skilled people. They offered good pay, they seemed like people who wouldn’t betray or cheat me like my previous employers, and, so far they have yet to disappoint me.” 
 
    “B-but, did you know that this was, um…” Dora was unable to say anything, and kept glancing at the wagons. 
 
    “Yes, I knew the merchandise was people,” Rindel said. 
 
    “Why?” Dora whispered. 
 
    “Because that’s just how it is down here. Do what you can to survive. And at least the Yellowmoon Menagerie only trades in crime and debt slaves. They never kidnap or peddle innocent flesh.” 
 
    “I know that, but I can’t get over it. Slavery is wrong,” the half-orc muttered. 
 
    Rindel just hummed in contemplation, finished the breakfast porridge and passed Dora a steaming bowl.  
 
    “Oh boy, oats and beans. Do the wonders never cease?” Reesh called out sarcastically, accompanied by a massive, towering bulk of muscles and tanned skin. 
 
    The hairless half-amazon Uldo said nothing and just accepted the offered food from the gnome, offering a nod in thanks. 
 
    Dora couldn’t help but stare at the bald man with a hint of wariness. He was the muscle of the operations and the epitome of a gentle giant, rarely speaking. He could drag a loaded wagon if needed, replacing a horse he was so strong. She knew he’d never hurt her, or anyone else, but that didn’t remove the fact that he could crush stone by flexing gently or sitting down too hard. 
 
    “Why can’t you be like Uldo here, Reesh? Or even Dora? They never complain,” Rindel teased. 
 
    “Uldo never talks and Dora is too nice to say anything mean or hurtful,” Reesh retorted. 
 
    “Well maybe you should follow their example,” Rindel joked, earning laughs from the group. “Hey, since you guys are here, why not answer dear Dora’s question.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Reesh inquired, glancing at the green woman. 
 
    “Why are you here? I mean, you and Uldo and Rindel are the only people who have been with the caravan longer than I have. Why stay? Why even join?” Dora asked. 
 
    His veneer of cheerfulness slipped and was replaced by a cold hard mask. A frown split the lanky human’s face. 
 
    “That’s rather personal, Dora,” Reesh said, voice low.  
 
    “I want to know, Reesh. It’s been nearly two years for me, and I’m… just thinking too hard,” she replied, scared by his sudden shift in mood. 
 
    “You’re a nice kid, Dora, and there are some stories that are unpleasant for decent folk to hear,” the thin man said. “But if you want to know, listen close.”  
 
    He squatted down and leaned in to the young woman. 
 
    “Long story short, I was a slave myself,” Reesh began, ignoring the choked gasp from the half-orc. “And I won my freedom by killing my owner. I fled, I was found by Holt half dead, and he and the boss took me in.” 
 
    “And before you ask why I would join up with slavers when I myself had just escaped from a similar fate, look around you,” the handyman ordered, grabbing Dora’s head and moving it from side to side so she took in the desiccated realm beyond the campsite. 
 
    “See that? Nothing but misery and emptiness out there. And I had no way of leaving the Dreadlands to seek a better life, nor a reason to. Orphans tend to be sold as slaves for a reason. No one will miss us.” His green eyes seemed to glow in the light of the cooking fire. 
 
    “So, I stayed here, doing what I had to in order to survive. The story is the same everywhere in this cursed land. Kill or be killed and do what must be done, because the only person who cares if you live or die out here is yourself. Remember that.” 
 
    Story complete, Reesh stood up and accepted a bowl from Rindel before stalking away to eat elsewhere in the camp. In his wake it felt like a lightning bolt had been earthed and disaster averted, and the surrounding people let out a sigh. 
 
    Shaken, Dora took a deep breath trying to calm herself. The tiny cook gave her a pitying look before serving a few other men who’d came by, but kept their distance from the terrifying slaver. 
 
    “What about you, Uldo? Do you have any words for me? A story, or perhaps a scathing retort as to how I’m acting foolishly?” Dora snapped, glaring at the stoic musclebound behemoth of the group. 
 
    To her surprise he shook his head. 
 
    “If you can still feel guilt, you can still find mercy,” Uldo said cryptically. The giant of a man walked away, leaving Dora to ponder the longest sentence she had ever heard the half-amazon speak. That it was a piece of scripture from the teaching of Cynthia made it all the more mysterious to the half-orc. 
 
    “After you’re done eating, go check with Holt if there’s anything else to do before we set off,” Rindel suggested. She nodded mutely at the order, thoughts adrift. 
 
    Breakfast finished, she spotted the goateed second-in-command standing by the cage containing their recent catch. The Megalith Snail had retreated into its shell, and Holt had a frown on his face as he examined the magical beast.  
 
    “Is there anything you need me to do?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Can you use a bit of Healing magic on this thing? The potions we fed it don’t seem to be working very well. They’re just too weak for a creature of this size,” Holt requested, gesturing to the large gastropod. 
 
    “I can try. Most of my magic works best on humans and other similar bipeds,” Dora said hesitantly.  
 
    She reached through the bars and placed a hand on the obsidian shell. 
 
    “See, if you want to use magic to alter things in a body, knowing about the anatomy and how the body works is best since you can easily improperly mend a bone or organ and cause even greater problems.” 
 
    The hand began to glow green, a shade lighter than her own skin. Dora closed her eyes in concentration. She released a wave of magic through the giant snail’s body, muttering an incantation. 
 
    After a minute, she pulled her hand away and turned to Holt.  
 
    “It just seems to be tired. My Diagnosis spell was a bit confused by the unusual biology it has, but apparently the big baby exhausted itself in the fight and is recuperating.” 
 
    “That’s good. They sell for a decent amount, but only if they’re healthy,” Holt said with relief.  
 
    “What are they good for? What possible use does an acid leaking, rock eating, fire-hot monster have?” Dora mused. 
 
    “Their slime can be used as an abrasive and polish for magical metals like mithril or adamantium since regular tools would break on them,” Holt explained. “And the shells of adults can be made into quality ceramics and dishware.” 
 
    “Huh.” Dora looked at the Megalith Snail in a new light before turning to Holt. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, but I have a question.” 
 
    “Go ahead and ask,” the goateed slaver offered. 
 
    “Why do you work here? Why did you and the boss make the Yellowmoon Menagerie?” 
 
    “Money and freedom,” Holt answered immediately.  
 
    “As traders, we can move freely to make our living. Scar and I? We were born and raised in a static environment, full of metal bars and chains and bereft of freedom or joy. Out here, we make our own paths.” 
 
    He turned away, facing the sunrise. Dora joined him, staring at the golden dawn with conflicted thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, this is an ugly business you and I have found ourselves in, and yes, I feel ashamed that I do it and that it is necessary. But who are the real monsters in this line of work? The sellers who simply provide, or the buyers who allow this to happen?” 
 
    Leaving the half-orc to chew on that thought Holt walked away. Before he forgot, he turned his head slightly and shot her a wry grin. 
 
    “By the way, congratulations on making it to seventeen. Hopefully we’ll see a lot more of you in the years in come.” 
 
    . 
 
    Dora stared out over the desolate landscape, eyes firmly fixed on rugged stone walls that rose up distantly on the horizon. A grimace planted itself on her face, and she turned away to glare at something else. 
 
    Her estimate that they’d be able to reach the independent town of Creidor by nightfall had been overly optimistic. She had failed to take into account accidents such as losing a wagon wheel on the Sphinx’s cage and scrambling like mad to pacify an irate magical feline monster.  
 
    “Can’t believe none of us saw that hole,” a worker grumbled as he propped up the damaged cart. 
 
    “It might have been covered by dirt or something,” Reesh replied, looking over the busted wheel. Dora stood nearby, glowering at the contents of the cage. 
 
    “I’m just glad boss was able to keep the Sphinx from thrashing around,” the half-orc muttered. Reesh and the other caravan member nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought we were going to die,” the lanky human noted as he began to reattach the mended wheel.  
 
    “If Rindel and Holt didn’t know the spell Calm I doubt he’d have much success, though,” Reesh continued. “I mean, I know he’s got impressive skills with whips, but that was just a stopgap.” 
 
    “You think I should learn that spell?” Dora asked, taking her eyes off the purring kitty-monster to look at the two workers. Both shrugged. 
 
    “Couldn’t hurt. You’re the Healer of the caravan. Only Rindel knows any healing magic, but yours is much better,” Reesh stated.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m envious of you. You’ve got a lot of talent with magic and healing. I can shoot sparks and maybe a Magic Arrow or two, but the more complicated stuff is beyond me.”  
 
    “Eh, give me a sword any day and I’ll take it over a wand,” the other crewman claimed. “Fancy chanting is distracting in real combat. I bet I could take on a mage no problem!” 
 
    “Is that so? Well then, next time we run into a spell caster you can challenge him to a duel,” Dora said drily. “And when you lose, I might forget how to do my ‘fancy chanting’ for you.” 
 
    Laughter and cheers for the half-orc came out from a few nearby men. The braggart slaver flushed but joined in after a moment.  
 
    “Hey Dora, you don’t need to hover over us, you know? We’re fine,” Reesh pointed out. “Why don’t you see if there’s anything else that needs emergency repairs.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dora said with a sigh, walking off. She shot the Sphinx one last glare, who ignored it in favor of a hunk of raw meat. 
 
    It was partly a desire to stretch her legs and ease the soreness that had settled in her lower body as well as to check for repairs that brought her wandering near the caged slaves. She contemplated passing out an extra serving of water due to the increased heat, but any further musings were cut off as the door on one of the covered wagons violently swung open, almost smacking Dora in the face. 
 
    “What the…?” she exclaimed, startled.  
 
    A filthy, bedraggled man leapt out of the cage, wild eyes darting around. 
 
    “What are you doing? Get back inside!” the half-orc demanded, trying to assert her cold, emotionless mask as she faced down the slave. 
 
    She reached out to grab his arm, but the escaped slave jerked away and slashed at her with something gripped tightly in his fist. 
 
    All Dora saw was a broken spur of pale white lash out at her before she winced, feeling blood gush out from her outstretched arm. 
 
    “Bastard!” she shouted, falling onto her rump in shock. The berserk slave dashed off, trying to make it to the edge of the camp and out into the Dreadlands. 
 
    He never made it, as a roar bellowed out from the side, and a dark green missile shot out from between some tents. Scarrot appeared, lashing out with his corded whip. It struck his back, and caused the man to stagger as a red line appeared on his weathered flesh. A second lash resulted in the whip wrapping around his throat, and the slave was jerked off his feet.  
 
    From behind the orc a human could be seen running towards Dora, worry in his eyes.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” Holt asked, running over to her. She shook her head at the question, even as he examined the cut on her arm. 
 
    “No, just startled,” Dora replied, wincing as he prodded the tear in the skin. 
 
    “Doesn’t look too deep. A bit of magic and a bandage and you’ll be right as rain,” Holt assured her. “What did he use?” 
 
    “A piece of bone, I think. I don’t know where he got it, but it had been sharpened somehow. He did something to his collar with it,” she revealed. 
 
    “Bastard scratched off a part of the runes etched into the collar,” Scarrot growled, dragging the wannabe escapee over to the group. A vicious scowl was slapped on his face, and he glared down at the mangy human who had tried to run. The slave in question was too busy trying to pry the coiled whip from off of his throat to pay attention. 
 
    “A mage, then?” Holt asked with a glare at the man. 
 
    “No, just an amateur. He knew enough about what to do, but that’s it. If he was a mage, then he’d have broken free much sooner,” Scarrot announced.  
 
    The orc’s eyes drifted over to Dora who was clutching her injured arm and his expression hardened imperceptibly.  
 
    “Gather the men, and tell them to position the other slaves so they can see the punishment.” 
 
    “At once, Scar,” Holt agreed, hurrying off to organize the event. 
 
    The orc stalked over to the opened cage and glared at the people inside who shrunk back in terror. His observation then drifted to the broken lock, and he snarled at its state. 
 
    “Immobilize,” Scarrot muttered, placing a hand on the side of the cage. A magical array sparked to life on the roof and floor of the cage, binding the remaining slaves with powerful magic. Any further escape was now impossible. 
 
    “Go get Reesh, tell him to repair the lock. The wheel takes secondary priority to keeping the merchandise locked away,” the orc growled at Dora, who stood quickly and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    “And fix yourself up.” 
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    He grunted in approval and dragged off the struggling escapee into the center of the camp. 
 
    Rindel popped up next to Dora, giving her a brief fright. When had he snuck up on her? 
 
    “Take this,” the gnome offered, passing over a small roll of bandages. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dora replied softly, quickly wrapping up her arm. She was hesitant to move away, as the caravan’s workers was already starting to gather. 
 
    A lot of the men had unpleasant looks on their faces as they stared at the struggling man ensnared by their leader’s whip. 
 
    “Listen up!” Scarrot roared, getting everyone’s attention. From nearby, the slaves pressed themselves up against the bars of their prison, coerced by their collars to obey the one who had enslaved them.  
 
    “This rat here tried to run away, and ended up hurting one of us.” 
 
    Angry muttering issued forth from the assembled folks, a few casting glances Dora’s way. Scarrot continued his speech, loosening the whip around the slave’s windpipe. 
 
    “Pero, lieutenant of the Dust Claw bandits! You were purchased as a crime slave instead of being sent to the gallows for your activities. You were given a chance at life, even if it was a brutal and demeaning one,” Scarrot continued.  
 
    The former bandit lashed out at the orc but his blow was deflected by the peg leg which immediately pinned the man down by the chest.  
 
    “Normally, I would just beat you to within an inch of your life and throw you back in the cage for later sale,” Scarrot said, leering down at the thug. “But you hurt one of my crew. And they are worth more than you ever will be.” 
 
    “Bastard…!” 
 
    “Magic Arrow!” Scarrot shouted, pointing at the bandit.  
 
    The slave’s chest erupted with blood and Pero coughed up red fluid before letting out a death rattle and slumping to the ground. The leader of the Yellowmoon Menagerie lifted his steaming peg leg away from the hole in the corpse’s body. 
 
    The spell had not come from the orc’s hands. Rather, it had burst from the carved ivory false limb. The runes along the side faded from the minor spell it had fired off. 
 
    Dora stared in awe at the full-blooded orc as he stomped away. A secret weapon. No one would suspect that he’d have hidden a wand by turning it into a fake appendage. That was genius!  
 
    Plus, from the angle of the attack, only she and Rindel had seen where exactly the spell had come from. Everyone else that had observed the execution were in a position where they’d assume the spell had come from the finger he’d pointed at the slave. 
 
    Her excitement dwindled and a wave of nausea struck her as she caught sight of the corpse.  
 
    “Let’s go and find something to drink. Maybe some tea,” Rindel suggested, taking Dora by the arm and leading her away from the scene. “And we can look at the cut.” 
 
    Dora just nodded silently. The full extent of the last few minutes caught up to her and she wanted to cry and panic. But she couldn’t give in to her desires. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted a familiar skinny man watching her. 
 
    “Ah, Reesh?” 
 
    “Yeah? What is it, Dora?” the handyman of the caravan asked, stepping forward. 
 
    “Could you check on the lock of the cage? Boss wanted it done,” Dora said, relaying the message. Reesh just stared at her before bursting into laughter. 
 
    Dora frowned, affronted and slightly insulted, but the lanky human waved his hands in front of him. 
 
    “S-sorry! I’m just glad to see you’re handling this well.” He smiled fondly at the half-orc maiden, ruffling her hair. 
 
    He quickly withdrew his hand to avoid having his finger bitten off, but his smile stayed firmly on his face. 
 
    “As you wish, milady, I shall fix the lock. Do have a peaceful day.” His impression of a snooty noble brought a smile to her lips. 
 
    “I shall,” Dora responded, altering her tone to match his own. They broke down into giggles while Rindel rolled his eyes from the sidelines. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

  

     Chapter 4: Settlement in the dust 


    


    “At last! Civilization!” Dora cheered, throwing her arms up in joy. Starspot snorted at her rider’s antics and shook her head, causing the half-orc to squeak and quickly grab the reins again. 


     After the delay from losing a wheel and later the failed escape attempt the caravan had spent the night some distance from the walls of their destination. Now, however, it was the morning, and their journey was almost over. 


     “If you can call Creidor ‘civilized,’ your standards must be very low, or you’re too kind for your own good,” Rindel said from beside her, riding along on a stocky pony. “Oh, wait, I forgot it was you, so it’s both.” 


     “Don’t be so rude,” Dora retorted, sticking her tongue out at gnome. “We’ve been out here away from any other people for three months now, and the other settlements this side of the Cracked Land just don’t match up with what Creidor offers.” 


     “Yes, because watered down ale, overpriced supplies, and grim, grimy men willing to kill and steal for their meals really add to the local flavor,” Rindel grumbled. 


     “This time, though, we’re a bit ahead of schedule, so that means I finally have a chance to visit Aldani Gorge and see it for myself!” Dora smiled, stars in her eyes. 


     “The World Scar is not that amazing,” Rindel cautioned. 


     “It’s the largest natural canyon in the world! Home to all kinds of amazing magical beasts and monsters! And it has all sorts of rare herbs and medicinal plants!” Dora said excitedly.  


     “Yeah, amazing creatures like basilisks, cockatrices, and other things that will petrify you,” Rindel warned. “One of its other nicknames is ‘the Stone Pit’ for a reason.” 


     Dora just waved her hand dismissively to the gnome’s valid concerns. “I know all that, but I have strong men eager to escort me, don’t I?” 


     “What, you mean Reesh?” 


     At Rindel’s teasing tone Dora looked over her shoulder at the aforementioned man. He was astride a mule, which seemed oddly fitting for the man who looked like he had been stretched out on a rack for a while.  


     When he spotted the half-orc watching him he gave what he no doubt thought was a saucy wink, but looked more like a seizure induced twitch. 


     Dora turned away, shivering slightly. Rindel just let out a laugh. 


     “Look lively, you lot! We’ll be approaching Creidor’s gates soon so look sharp and not like some slack jawed yokels!” Scarrot shouted, his booming voice carrying easily over the caravan. 


     Everyone immediately squared their shoulders and sat up straighter. The pride of the Yellowmoon Menagerie rested on their actions.  


     As the caravan drew closer, not only did the settlement become more defined but there were more travelers approaching, causing the road to become quickly crowded. 


     Outside of the few major settlements, there were very few other places to rest when traveling. As such, any merchants and travelers who braved the Dreadlands moved through vaguely defined but well-trod highways. For the Cracked Land, these paths took the form of massive ruts in the ground, simple grooves made by generations of boots, hooves, and wheels passing over. 


     Once a town came into view, travelers migrated almost by instinct towards these manmade roads. And for Creidor, the largest Freetown in the region and the only stop before one entered the Aldani Gorge, this impromptu highway was quite a bit larger.  


     Coming and going, the traffic was not unlike what might be seen in a city up north in Orria or Par-Orria. At least, according to the people from those places Dora had questioned. 


     As for the half-orc herself, she couldn’t keep a grin from snaking onto her face. Behind those walls was fresh food, fine quality goods, and most importantly, baths! Oh, how she longed to clean herself properly! The dust just got everywhere out in the Dreadlands! 


     Passersby began to notice the advancing Yellowmoon Menagerie, some of them standing aside once they spotted the caged sphinx and megalith snail, as well as the grim, unsmiling orc who led the procession. 


     Some people called out in greeting, and Dora politely waved back at familiar faces. It was a small world, and traders tended to run into one another sooner or later. 


     Finally, though, Creidor’s gates came into view.  


     The first thought one might have about the town would be ‘grey.’ The pale, ash-like dust that pervaded the Cracked Land coated the walls and roofs of Creidor, almost like a layer of paint it tended to stick so close. 


     The next thought would be ‘full.’ It was clear that whoever had first built the settlement a day’s ride from the Aldani Gorge had not expected it to play host to so many people. The stone walls were squat and only encompassed a few hundred square yards at best.  


     As such, two solutions to the population problem had been implemented. First was a shanty town built outside its walls composed of tents. Temporary visitors or poor merchants set up shop here, the quality of goods inferior to anything that could be found inside. 


     Secondly was the idea to build up. Houses were built atop each other, so they resembled towers connected by ladders and walkways. The buildings were so tall they completely surpassed the height of the wall, rendering the defenses partially moot. 


     The last thought anyone could have about Creidor, and the one currently running through Dora’s mind, would be ‘at last!’ It was an oasis in a desiccated land. 


     “Welcome back, Scar,” a grizzled guard at the gate said in greeting, nodding respectfully towards the large orc.  


     Scarrot returned the gesture while handing over a collection of paper sheets and iron plates, identification and business orders allowing them into the town and granting permission to set-up their wares. 


     “Everything is in order,” the guard announced, passing the items back. “Glad to see you around again.” 


     “Likewise,” Scarrot grunted. Holt bobbed his head in agreement. 


     “Before you go, Reed wants a word. He told us to let you know when you showed up again.” 


     The Menagerie’s leader blinked in surprise before frowning in thought.  


     “Hey, Rindel, who’s Reed?” Dora asked as the caravan trundled through the gates. 


     “The so-called ‘mayor’ of this lovely place,” Rindel explained. 


     “How do you not know that by now? We’ve been here before,” Reesh commented, riding up beside the non-human pair. 


     “This will make the third time I’ve been to Creidor, Reesh. I can’t know everything about everyone!” Dora said with a roll of her eyes. 


     “But you should at least know who runs the joint! That’s common sense!”  


     “Enough bickering, you two!” Rindel snapped, shooting the youngsters a sharp look.  


     Cowed, the two clammed up. 


     “Listen carefully, Dora. ‘Blackjack’ Reed is a vicious businessman and the one who runs this town in every meaning of the word. If he doesn’t like you, good luck buying or selling anything while inside the walls,” Rindel warned. He looked around, worried for some reason, before continuing.  


     “He, Holt, and the boss are partners of sorts. Reed accepts commissions, usually for exotic and dangerous monsters or rare and illegal merchandise, and the Menagerie obtains the goods for him in exchange for a cut of the profit. He’s the man we’re delivering the sphinx to.” 


     “Alright. He’s the boss around here. Got it,” Dora said, nodding in understanding. “But what’s with his nickname?” 


     “Story is that when Reed was rising up the ranks in some organization or group or cult or something, someone tried to kill him in his sleep. But Reed woke up, stuffed some random junk into his pillow, and beat the assassin to death with it,” Reesh said, a chuckle of dark amusement escaping his lips. 


     “He’s harsh but fair. Stay out of his way, and you’ll be fine,” Rindel advised, finishing up the tale.  


     Dora nodded, a bit freaked out. “I can’t believe I’ve never heard of him before after all this time.” 


     “You’re young and naïve. Shed that attitude soon or people will take advantage of you,” Scarrot said, joining the trio and making it a quartet with his steed.  


     During their talk, the caravan had come to a halt, the wagons and men having skirted around the lee of the wall towards an open spot for large groups. 


     It was a decent location, with room to maneuver the wide transports and space to show off the merchandise for potential buyers. It was a prime spot, given the crowding problem Creidor faced. This much open land was saved for important, well-established merchants. Dora was secretly proud that her ‘family’ was so well regarded in that manner. 


     Scarrot turned to the gnome and human. “Help Holt set up the stalls and see if you can unload some of the slaves.” 


     As the two moved off to obey, the orc faced the young halfblood. “Ildora, accompany me to pay Reed a visit.” 


     “M-me?” Dora squeaked. 


     “Yes. You. He’s an aging man, and a competent Healer like yourself will brighten his mood. Maybe even enough to give us a discount,” Scarrot said with a chuckle. 


     “Alright. Should I leave Starspot with the Menagerie?” 


     “Of course. Do you honestly expect to be able to ride through those cramped streets?” the orc asked, amusedly gesturing towards the narrow paths between the buildings. People walked shoulder to shoulder among stalls and booths set up here and there, further reducing the available space. It would take a determined man to try and push a horse through that mess. 


     With a wince, Dora led Starspot over to the makeshift stables the Menagerie had erected before dismounting and entrusting the mare to Uldo who gave a brief nod as he took the reins. 


     “Lead on, sir,” Dora said, mustering up the energy to sass her boss despite the butterflies in her belly. 


     He snorted in annoyance but walked off into the frontier town’s depths, the minty half-orc following behind. 


     “So how long have you known this Reed fellow?” 


     “Since Holt and I were brats like yourself. We met after our escape from that place, and even though there was no reason to, he helped us. We owe him for that. Still, even I know he’s a cruel man who only keeps Holt and I around because we are useful.”  


     Scarrot sighed. “We might not be slaves, but we’re still shackled in a variety of ways.” 


     The two walked deeper into Creidor, shouldering their way through the throng. Sometimes they were pushed back, but Scarrot’s bulk was more than enough to discourage any further retaliation.  


     After what seemed like forever to Dora, but was really closer to fifteen minutes, the green-hued pair made it to the center of the town. Before them was a three-story manor with a pair of warehouses attached on either side. The house looked dour, with few exterior decorations. Wind and dust made such things trivial.   


     The base of the town’s mayor was surrounded on all sides by much larger and taller buildings, giving it a meek appearance. But for Creidor’s residents, this was a mark of status. Reed did not need to build up. He could have a single mansion all to himself, and not need to share it.  


     Outside the doors a pair of guards stood aside when they spotted Scarrot approaching.  


     “Welcome,” they intoned, tensing slightly when they spotted Dora. 


     “Welcome. The woman behind me is my Healer. I thought Reed might appreciate some real medical help,” Scarrot explained on Dora’s behalf. She nodded quickly as the guards peered at her, before their stance relaxed. 


     “Come in. Reed is waiting for you in the solarium.” 


     “How did he know we were coming?” Dora whispered, leaning over to the taller orc. 


     “An informant probably saw me enter the walls. A lot of people are in his pocket, serving as his eyes and ears. He knows what goes on with uncanny accuracy,” Scarrot replied without concern. 


     Inside the mansion Dora couldn’t help but stare in awe at the lavish interior. All the wealth that wasn’t used on the outside of the building filled the halls, floors, and walls. Decorative urns, vases full of exotic flowers, paintings and statues created by masters… it was all on display, showing the power of the homeowner. 


     Scarrot walked through the hallways without even blinking. He paid no heed to the ostentatious display as if it didn’t exist. 


     He led Dora to a room at the back of the mansion. Three of the walls were more window than anything else, letting in the sun. Rather than a solarium, it looked more like a greenhouse thanks to all the lush greenery growing in rows of pots. 


     Three chairs were set around a plain wooden table in the middle of the room. In the one of seats a wrinkled, white haired man sat, dressed in silk pajamas and sipping at a cup of tea. Two more cups were sitting in front of the two empty chairs, and Scarrot plopped down without hesitation in one of the open spots.  


     “I hope you don’t mind mint tea, my dear,” the elderly man called out to Dora.  


     “That’s fine,” she said, sitting down in the last chair. 


     “Must be an orc thing. I’ve never had it until Scarrot brought me the recipe. And the ingredients,” the withered human said, before holding out a hand. 


     “I am Reed, mayor of Creidor.” 


     “Dora, the Healer for the Yellowmoon Menagerie,” the green-skinned maiden revealed, taking the offered hand and shaking it. 


     Dora finally had a chance to get a closer look at the man everyone had told her to be wary of.  


     To be honest she didn’t see it. Reed was old, dressed in pajamas despite it being closer to noon, and generally frail looking. He had liver spots along his hands and the hair atop his head was thinning rapidly. 


     Reed’s expression lit up when he heard Dora’s introduction. 


     “A Healer, you say? We don’t have many of those down here. Most people with magic are bandits or slaves, and generally weak and unsuited for the precision required for healing people.” 


     “Well, I was trained by a Healer, but I was never certified as one,” Dora admitted. “And I have not prayed to Cynthia with sincerity or passion in a long time.” 


     “That is more than can be said for the quacks whom I tend to work with. Plenty of doctors, since anyone can sew a wound shut or set a bone, but sadly I find myself relying on people who muddle through the spells more often than not. Perhaps you might be so kind to perform a treatment for me, later?” 


     “After you tell me what’s so important that you called me here,” Scarrot cut in. “I brought the Sphinx in, by the way. But I’m sure you already knew that.” 


     “Very well, straight to business,” Reed sighed, taking a sip of his tea.  


     “I have been approached by a very rich and powerful man who wanted me to obtain three things for him. An artifact, a person, and a monster. I have the first two, but not the final requested object. I need you to capture it for me, and then bring it and the other two items to the commissioner’s location.” 


     “I don’t particularly like being used as a delivery service,” Scarrot grunted, pouring himself a generous helping of aromatic tea. 


     “He’s paying more than three times the amount for each item to be in pristine condition as well as their speedy delivery. I think you can swallow your pride for that,” Reed said. 


     Scarrot raised his eyebrows at that. “What does this man want, and where does he want it?” 


     “A golden mole,” Reed revealed, setting his cup down with a clink. 


     “That’s a tall order. Unless you have a way for me to traverse into the Elemental Plane of Earth that particular magical creature will be hard to get,” Scarrot claimed. 


     “Pardon me, but what’s a golden mole?” Dora interrupted.  


     “A very large mole that digs extremely fast and can move through solid stone as if it were water,” Scarrot explained to her.  


     “They live deep below the surface, and more often than not appear in Gaeum, the Elemental Plane of Earth. Luring one out without stepping into the Aether would mean we’d have to go to a place with dwarves, or into the Aldani Gorge to fetch one.” 


     “Well, we’re right outside the Gorge, so this doesn’t seem like a difficult problem to solve,” Dora began, but the caravan leader held up a palm to silence her. 


     “They like darkness and the depths of stone. We’d have to travel deep into the Gorge to even hope of finding one, and the creatures out there are not kind to intruders,” Scarrot pointed out. “Plus, rumors of Undead popping up down there have been appearing all over the Cracked Land. It’s dangerous to just waltz in.” 


     “The buyer is offering two thousand gold coins for a healthy adult golden mole,” Reed piped up. “I’m willing to give you all that profit if you take this commission, as well as a percentage of the other two items’ cost as a fee for their delivery.” 


     “Two thousand?!” Dora exclaimed. Even Scarrot’s stoic mask broke at that number. 


     “He really wants one, then,” he said dryly after reasserting his neutral expression. “Who in the Hells is he?” 


     “Our mutual patron,” Reed said cryptically. Scarrot’s eyes widened and a guttural snarl escaped his throat. Dora leaned back in fear as bloodlust poured off the orc. 


     “You want me to return to that place?” the orc spat. 


     Reed remained unfazed, merely taking another drink. 


     “You’d have to go there sooner or later. It’s been five years, Scar. Time to renew your oaths to your master.” 


     Silence hung over the solarium like a thundercloud, with about as much promise of fury as a storm might bring.  


     Dora swallowed nervously and looked back and forth from man to orc, not sure about what was happening.  


     “You will provide any supplies I need to capture the golden mole,” Scarrot finally ground out through clenched teeth. “And you will give my Quartermaster a discount on rations and goods we’ll need for the trip.” 


     The tension in the air crackled and faded. It was still there, lingering like a cloud, but would not erupt into something worse now.  


     “Done and done. And I’ll even buy that Megalith Snail you have for a hundred gold,” Reed said, clapping his hands. 


     “Two hundred.” 


     “One fifty, and I’ll throw in a refurbishment of the cage it was in. Redo the enchantments and everything.” 


     “Deal. Send your men to pick them up later in the day. I’ll be heading out with the crew tomorrow to fetch the golden mole.” 


     The two men leaned forward and grasped each other’s wrists in agreement, nodding their heads once before releasing. The deal was struck, and Reed rang a bell, summoning a servant to bring him the contracts of purchase. 


     All the while, Dora sat in her seat, paralyzed. The world of business was frightening, and she almost could understand why Reed was feared and respected.  


     She then sent a glance at her cup and lamented the fact she hadn’t had a chance to try any of the tea. And it had smelled so good! 


    

      


    


  




 Chapter 5: Into the stone 
 
      
 
    “Do you feel, that, Dora? The mana flowing through you?” 
 
    “I do, mama.” 
 
    In the faint, flickering light of a handful of candles, a young Dora sat at the dinner table staring intently at her hands. A faint green sheen a few shades darker than her own skin color had covered them for a brief moment before dying away. 
 
    Across from her, the off-duty Healer was smiling proudly at her daughter’s progress. 
 
    “The key to a proper healing spell is a smooth, even transference of mana through your body and that of the target,” the young mother explained, taking her daughter’s green fists into her own. Even as a child, the half-orc’s hands were large, almost the same size as her mother’s. Though, it was true that Healer Irene had never been anything other than petite in the first place. 
 
    “Try it again. Let the mana circulate as it wants, only doing the bare minimum to control it.” 
 
    Dora scrunched up her face in concentration, and drew upon the well of power dwelling deep in her soul. In seconds, a faint green light splashed across the surface of the table. It wobbled, but held, the half-orc’s face beaming in delight. 
 
    Four seconds passed before the magic began to fade, though, and Dora panicked, pushing more mana into her hands. The sudden influx caused the luminosity to increase, but it sputtered and died almost instantly afterwards.  
 
    The young green child pouted, looking up at her mother in disappointment. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I couldn’t do it, mama.” 
 
    “That’s alright, sweetie. You did an amazing job after only a few sessions of learning about mana!” 
 
    “Hey, mama, can you tell me more about being a Healer?” Dora leaned over, a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. 
 
    “Well, why not. As a reward that sounds fine,” Healer Irene agreed. Clapping her hands eagerly, Dora hopped up from her own seat and scrambled over to where her mother sat, plopping herself down in her lap. 
 
    “Being a Healer is a hard, messy, yet rewarding experience,” Irene began. “It is the power to heal, to soothe and mend physical and mental wounds. Prospective Healers are trained to love life in all its forms, to embrace diversity as a natural part of the world, and to do our utmost to help anyone we can. We live by these tenets as passed down by Lady Cynthia herself, patron of Healers and goddess of Light and Mercy.” 
 
    “She’s the lady with the bird, right?” Dora prompted, pointing to the golden dove sewn into her mother’s uniform. Irene nodded. 
 
    “She is. Wife of the Knight-God, and mother to Selika, Kardale, and Nia. And guide to humanity. She watches over us, and to those who pray fervently to her, she will bless them with spells for healing and protection.” 
 
    “Then why do I have to study magic if she can just give us the spells we need?” Dora asked, confused.  
 
    “Though she loves us, Lady Cynthia knows we cannot always rely on higher powers for our answers. We have to find our own path at times in order to grow. When in need she bestows gifts upon her followers, but only if they are just, and can use what she offers,” the young Healer revealed. 
 
    “Even if Lady Cynthia were to give me the spells Grand Heal or Mend Serious Injury, both of which are Level Five, if I could not properly cast them I would be unable to use them regardless. Divine Spells, those given to us by the gods, can only be used if we could cast them ourselves without their help.” 
 
    “So, if I want spells, I have to know how to make them in the first place,” Dora mused, earning herself a proud pat on the head. 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “Why is it so hard, though? I can use Cantrips and I see other people in town use spells, but they don’t have as much trouble as I do,” Dora complained, glaring at her hands. 
 
    “Because healing is delicate. It requires care and precision. Mana, the raw energy for a spell, comes from the soul. But no two souls are the same. If I tried to just push my mana and spell into another person, even if I was trying to heal them they’d just be hurt from the crude application,” the trained woman taught, the child listening closely.  
 
    “A Healer has to know the body and how it works to ensure that everything is properly fixed. They must know how to gently administer the spell to prevent further damage. And lastly, they must care about the person they are treating. Magic responds to emotions, and Healing spells more than any other. Even a single bad thought about the patient can cause complications to their recovery. You must never use Healing magic in anger or fear, Dora. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, mama,” Dora promised, bobbing her head up and down rapidly. An uncomfortable thought came to her mind. 
 
    “But mama, what if someone can laugh at someone else’s pain? When the boys in town make fun of me, people laugh with them. Could they be Healers too, because they think they are right about me being a monster?” 
 
    Irene held her daughter tight, conveying as much love and concern as she could through the simple contact. Dora melted into the hug, returning the affection fivefold. 
 
    After a minute Irene spoke, but whether it was to herself or to her daughter, neither of them were sure. 
 
    “Sometimes, there are people who find true joy in suffering. Delight in sorrow. Peace in pain. Such individuals make the most terrible Healers, because they can heal and hurt without ever batting an eye or feeling a tinge of guilt either way. They embrace the agony of themselves and others and wear it proudly. Never become like that. Don’t ever let yourself be swallowed by that, Dora.” 
 
    “I promise, mama.” 
 
    . 
 
    Alone in her tent, Dora woke up. She lay still for a while, listening to Creidor rise with the sun.  
 
    The Yellowmoon Menagerie was parked close to the lee of the frontier town’s wall, meaning there was little chance for the rising sun to fall on her tent and wake her. Nor was the town so loud this early that its hum of activity had been the one to draw her from her dreams. 
 
    She turned over, hoping to grab a few more moments of blissful sleep before her day had to begin, but froze as she felt something on her pillow. 
 
    Damp stains pressed against her cheek, and she grunted in self-loathing as she realized her own tears had woken her. She pushed herself up and grumbled to herself. 
 
    “Damn dreams… stupid… why’d they have to be so vivid this time?” the half-orc muttered angrily.  
 
    “The one dream I have about mom that I can actually remember properly in months and it’s something sappy. Damn it all.” 
 
    She pulled on her work clothes, made sure her crossbow was oiled and working right, and rubbed the tear marks from her face with a hastily cast Summon Water Cantrip. 
 
    A sigh of contentment escaped Dora as the cool water splashed onto her face. It was nice to be able to cast that spell again. Since outside of the jungle portion of the Dreadlands the air was dry and hot, gathering water with the simple spell was futile. 
 
    Out in the open wastes, you’d be lucky to conjure up enough water to fill a cup. In towns though, or places with lots of people and buildings which could hide pockets of moisture, it was easier to get liquids to work with. 
 
    “At least the dream wasn’t a nightmare this time,” Dora sighed, walking out of her tent. 
 
    “Still seeing that wannabe runaway splattering all over the ground?” 
 
    Dora let out a shrill ‘Eeep!’ of fright and spun around, throwing a wild punch to her left. 
 
    Reesh caught the attack easily, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “If I’d known you were this jittery when you woke up I’d never have volunteered to come get you.” 
 
    The half-orc frowned at his words before brightening up. 
 
    “Oh, is boss getting ready to go to the Gorge soon?” 
 
    “Yup. Me, you, Uldo and the boss will be heading out towards Aldani Gorge with a cage and some of Reed’s men as backup. Boss wanted some of the crew to come, but most of them split after learning we’d have to go to that place afterwards, and Holt needs all the help he can get selling the merchandise and hiring new hands,” Reesh explained. He led the young woman through the camp towards the horses. 
 
    “Everyone seems to hate where it is we’re going,” Dora said, hoping to bait her companion into revealing some more. 
 
    The handyman’s face darkened, though. 
 
    “Anyone who’s ever been a slave knows to hate and fear it. Some even refuse to speak its name, it invokes such bad memories.” He paused, giving Dora a strange look. “I’ll be honest; if I didn’t owe Scar so much, I’d ask to be left behind as well.” 
 
    Reesh looked straight ahead after a moment and strode towards the spot where Uldo was handling their steeds. 
 
    “Word of advice, Dora: don’t ask about that terrible city. If someone wants to explain it to you, they will. But don’t force the issue. They won’t take it kindly.” 
 
    The ex-slave stared darkly off into the distance. “You think you have nightmares, little lady? You’ve never had to wake up screaming or clawing at your own eyes after dreaming about the City of Slaves.” 
 
    . 
 
    “So, this is the Aldani Gorge,” Dora whispered, her breath taken away by the vista before her eyes.  
 
    The half-orc, astride her trusty steed, could barely see the edges of the canyon as it reached out east and west, and it was impossible to spot where the Gorge met the north. 
 
    The World Scar was not a single massive canyon. It was in fact at least five other crevasses that had smashed together over eons, creating a labyrinth of stone walls, spires of rock, and winding dirt paths. Caves and hidey-holes were everywhere, some of them connecting to others.  
 
    Here, the grey that pervaded the Dreadlands was broken up by all manner of striations in the rock formations. Colorful bands of minerals made the Gorge look like an earthen rainbow. And at night, certain veins of luminescent ore lit up under the moon and stars, providing a little bit of light in certain regions.  
 
    But impressive rocks were not the real reason for the landmark’s infamy. Within the Aldani Gorge a traveler could encounter all sorts of rare creatures. Odd, brown, crusty Stone Ooze slid around next to Megalith Snails. Manticores and their female counterpart Sphinxes prowled alongside the stoney-skinned Basilisks, and the bizarre chicken-snakes that were Cockatrice nested at the tops of natural pillars.  
 
    It was dangerous. But the rewards were more than worth it for a careful adventurer. Already, Dora could see a few shoots of Grey Fever and Rockbane herbs growing here and there. 
 
    She, along with the rest of the group seeking out the Golden Mole, had arrived at the entrance to the Gorge late in the afternoon. They had ridden pell-mell from Creidor in order to reach the area before nightfall. With only a smallish cage to burden them the trip was considerably easier and shorter than if the whole caravan had accompanied them. 
 
    The group was currently atop a slope that gently descended into the lower layers. Scarrot was running last minute checks with the container alongside Reesh. Uldo was on lookout with the loaned hunters, leaving Dora to her own business. 
 
    Hopping from her saddle the Healer began to carefully cut and pluck the herbs and plants she could that looked familiar.  
 
    “Anything useful?” Scarrot asked, glancing at Dora. She nodded without looking up. 
 
    “I can definitely use a lot of this. I’m surprised it all grows so close together out here,” Dora said. “But, I won’t look a gift horse like this in the mouth. I can make a few doses of petrifaction prevention medicine, and if I can find some Rippleweed I can make a minor cure against petrified limbs.” 
 
    “Keep up the good work. The further we delve into the Gorge, the higher the chance we run into a monster that’ll try to inflict that affliction upon us.” 
 
    “Understood, boss.” 
 
    Unfortunately, her search came to an end far too soon for her liking. They needed to find a good spot to camp before the sun started to set. 
 
    “Why couldn’t we just set up at the entrance?” Dora grumbled, glancing back at where the slope back up to the surface faded into the distance. 
 
    “Because that’s what other visitors do,” one of the extra hands spoke up. “And most of them are of the similar opinion that just because it’s the entrance means other things won’t come out.” 
 
    “Quite a few of the beasts in this region have a taste for the flesh of sapient beings. And the nocturnal ones will often leave the Gorge at night to hunt. And when they run across a group of idiots who sleep at the entrance without putting up defenses? It’s an easy dinner.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Dora said softly, horrified at the thought of being attacked in her sleep by a hungry monster. 
 
    “So, where will be bunking down?” 
 
     “Not a cave. Unless it’s been thoroughly checked it’s too risky since monsters like to nest in them as well. Also avoid sleeping near the spires since Cockatrice might spot us moving around,” another of the loaned workers replied. 
 
    Dora cocked her head as she thought his words over. 
 
    “Then, what’s left?” 
 
    “There,” Scarrot stated suddenly. He pointed at a curve in the path ahead of them. The wind-carved road was wide enough for the entire group to ride side-by-side through, and where the bend met another fork there was enough space for a few tents. 
 
    “We can keep an eye on the crossroads here for anything trying to sneak up on us. First watch will go to you, Uldo. Dora, come with me. Let’s set up a few wards while the rest put up the tents,” the crippled orc commanded. The pale green-skinned woman rode over beside her boss. 
 
    “What do you want set up? ‘Cause I’m not very good at making stuff like that,” Dora said worriedly. 
 
    “I know. I still remember when you tried last time.” 
 
    “That monkey had it coming! And at least my anti-theft ward worked! Sort of! It can’t thieve without a hand, can it?”  
 
    “All you need to do is fill these rune stones with mana. That’ll be enough,” Scarrot said, ignoring her protests completely as he tossed her a sack full of intricately carved flat discs of stone. 
 
    “OK, I can do that much,” Dora assured the older orc.  
 
    “Good. Now, how’s Reed doing?” 
 
    The young Healer blinked before realization crossed her face. 
 
    “Oh! Well, Mister Reed is in decent enough condition for a man his age,” Dora began. “His hands are quickly developing arthritis, and he has a pretty big cataract in his left eye. Kind of a weak heart, and the dust out here has done his lungs no favors.” 
 
    “How much longer does he have?” Scarrot inquired, his voice quieter than she had ever heard it before. 
 
    “At best, a decade, but it’ll be a painful time for him,” the half-orc revealed. She felt somewhat uncertain speaking about the old man’s health without his permission, but the mayor of Creidor wasn’t really a patient, and she wasn’t really a Healer. 
 
    Maybe if she kept telling herself that, it might make the guilt fade a little. 
 
    “Tell no one else about this. Understood?” the scarred old orc growled. 
 
    “Crystal,” Dora agreed. Scarrot nodded with a huff of approval before he and the half-blood finished setting up the defenses and wards around the campsite. 
 
    The ambient light levels were falling quickly, and by the time the pair were done with their job the stars sparkled high above them in the sky. 
 
    With Uldo standing guard over her and the rest of the group, she found herself slipping quickly into slumber. Mercifully, the dreams did not come to her that night. 
 
    . 
 
    Morning was a solemn affair. Nothing had happened, at least nothing that Dora could perceive, but everyone was tense. Their hands drifted to weapons and eyes darted nervously around. 
 
    “Reesh, what’s going on?” Dora whispered as they mounted up once more. 
 
    “Some of the men on watch saw something. Big, furry, and watching us. No one could tell what it was, though.” 
 
    The half-orc paled at that. “And it didn’t attack us?” 
 
    “No. But that’s worse, in a way. It means it’s smart enough to be wary of people, and wait for a better opportunity.” 
 
    With that sour note to go on, the rest of the day passed by quickly. Once or twice, she’d swear something was following them, and the group agreed on that part. 
 
    Still, there was a job to do.  
 
    Scarrot called a halt in the midst of a cramped path, the cliff sides creating deep shadows all around them, and a few human-sized pits in the ground meant a burrower was nearby. 
 
    “Set out the bait,” Scarrot commanded, and Reesh hurried to obey, carefully placing a lump of foul smelling meat paste near one of the holes. 
 
    “Urgh, that smell,” Dora complained, her sensitive orc senses screaming out at the abuse. 
 
    “Golden moles eat bugs, mushrooms, and moldy, rotting meat. This should attract one if it’s nearby.” 
 
    “And what if something else likes the smell of trash?” Dora countered, staring with annoyance at her boss as he appeared unfazed by the rancid scent. 
 
    “Then we fight it off. Simple as that. But, if nothing shows up in a few hours we’ll move on to a new place.” 
 
    The group moved out in a wide circle, surrounding the baited space. They were far enough away that if a creature were to approach it would not immediately notice the trappers, but would not have enough room to let it escape. 
 
    Four hours came and went, and nothing appeared. None of the other men seemed all that bothered, though. Trapping was two parts waiting to one part hunting. 
 
    “Let’s go, then. Reesh, wrap up the bait.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, boss,” Reesh grunted, holding his nose as he stuffed the foul substance back into the sack.  
 
    Dora let out a pleased sigh as the air cleared up. But, as they were riding off to a new area, she could have sworn that something peeked out of one of the pits to watch their group move on. 
 
    . 
 
    “Nothing! Two freaking days of nothing! What the Hells is going on?!” Reesh fumed, his mood mirrored by the extra crew.  
 
    The group had done a small circuit of the areas closest to the Gorge’s main entrance, trying in vain to suss out a golden mole. But even though the bait was put out each and every time, their prey refused to show up. 
 
    “Is it normally this quiet?” Dora inquired, looking towards to the two large, stoic members. Both Scarrot and Uldo had concerned looks on their face. 
 
    It wasn’t just the golden mole that was absent. Not a single creature had been spotted anywhere. Other than an odd sense of being watched, there were no animals in the Aldani Gorge. Birds refused to fly overhead, and all the dens were empty, as if they’d been vacated quickly.  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Scarrot said. “I admit, finding a golden mole was never going to be a cakewalk, but this is beyond unusual.”  
 
    “Fear,” Uldo intoned, raking his eyes over the area. “The air is thick with it.” 
 
    “So, all the animals ran off?” the half-orc asked incredulously. “What could have scared off even Manticores?” 
 
    “Something worse,” Uldo replied. 
 
    “Off the top of my head, I can think of two creatures which might force an entire ecosystem into hiding,” Scarrot mused. “A dragon, or an Urdrai.” 
 
    “Fling me into the Hells and pummel me with my own severed legs,” Dora swore, her expression becoming frightened. “What should we do?” 
 
    “We leave. Nothing we or Creidor possess can hold up against either of those beasts if they are here. In the morning, we’ll report this to Reed.” 
 
    Everyone went to bed subdued, Reesh half-heartedly putting away the bait bag. 
 
    “Hey, Reesh, the bait is oozing out! You didn’t tie it up properly!” Dora complained as she sidestepped a putrid clump of the gunk.  
 
    “Aw, sorry about that, Dora!” the handyman apologized. “Do you mind taking care of that for me?” 
 
    “Only because I don’t want to be around the stench any longer than I have to,” the half-orc maiden grumbled, hastily tying up the sack. 
 
    It was getting dark and she really wanted to sleep just so the morning could come sooner. As the young woman turned away, she felt something bump into her leg. 
 
    “Not now, Starspot. No extra apples for you,” Dora said softly, shaking her head at the antics of her horse. A whinny from the side caused her to look up as she saw the mare standing away from her. 
 
    She went pale as another nudge was given to her legs. Slowly, she turned around, heart hammering in her chest. 
 
    “Kuuu.” 
 
    “Hey, boss, what does a golden mole look like again?” 
 
    “They’re a mole the size of a dog with golden fur. It’s not the most imaginative name,” the large orc replied from where he was speaking with the loaned helpers. 
 
    “Oh. In that case, I found one.” 
 
    Everyone in the camp spun around to face Dora, only to have their jaws drop when they spotted a basset hound sized mole with golden fur nuzzling up against the half-orc in an attempt to reach the stinky sack of bait. 
 
    “It just came up to me,” Dora admitted, not entirely sure how to react. On one hand, she was pretty sure this was the creature that had been watching them. On the other, it was surprisingly cute. 
 
    “Ildora, carefully bring the bait over to the cage,” Scarrot ordered softly, sliding over to the container in question and laying it on the ground before opening it. 
 
    With careful steps she walked through the tiny camp, leading the hungry animal towards the metal cage. 
 
    It was skittish, and clearly hesitant to be near the humans or orcs around it, pressing up against Dora with clear fear. 
 
    “It’s ok, I won’t hurt you,” Dora promised.  
 
    The golden mole paused when it spotted the open cage, but Dora bent down and stroked its fur to soothe it. 
 
    “Don’t worry. The cage will keep you safe. No one will hurt you if you get inside.” She then tossed the sack into the enchanted container, and though its movement was hesitant, with the half-orc at its side the golden mole walked right inside. 
 
    “The heck was all that?” one of the hired hands complained. “We bust our chops trying to find one, and then it just pops up? What gives?” 
 
    “It was already captured once,” Scarrot commented, staring at the creature. Or rather, its neck. 
 
    A bronze band was wrapped around its stubby neck, though it was dirty and broken in a few places. 
 
    “Dwarf make from the looks of it,” Reesh said, bending down to take a closer look. The golden mole shuffled fearfully in its cage as the lanky human leaned towards it. 
 
    “And judging from its actions, it remembers captivity,” the handyman concluded. He quickly stepped away, giving the beast some space. 
 
    “Why did it approach me, though?” Dora asked. 
 
    “It sensed kindness,” Uldo rumbled, causing the young green woman to frown. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Take pride in your achievements, Ildora,” Scarrot said, breaking her out of her thoughts. “Not many people could coax a previously captured animal back into a cage. You have a way with animals.” 
 
    “It was probably worried about the bait if it came from us, but was attracted to you for some reason. And you are definitely nicer than any of us. Maybe that’s what it sensed,” Reesh added. 
 
    Dora shrugged helplessly. “If you say so.” 
 
    “Alright, our plans are still the same,” Scarrot said, clapping his hands to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Hurry back to Creidor, warn Reed, pick up the rest of the shipment, and then onwards to the client. Now get some rest. Reesh, you have first watch.” 
 
    A salute was the only reply, and Dora headed to her tent, keenly aware of the golden mole watching her every move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: A dollop of poison, and a prisoner 
 
      
 
    “Damn. I’ll have to send scouts to check the Gorge,” Reed cursed. They had arrived back at the grey town in the late afternoon, and the aging mayor had come out to greet the returned trappers. 
 
    The orc’s words about the odd activity, or rather lack of it, in the World Scar had brought a frown to his face, but the man was savvy enough to hide his true feelings when in public. 
 
    “Regardless, excellent job catching that golden mole. It took you much less time that I’d thought it would.” 
 
    “We got lucky,” Scarrot growled. He stepped up to the old man and stared down at him. Dora stood at the side, watching over the captured animal nearby. 
 
    “Why us, Reed? After obtaining the Golden Mole for yourself you could have used literally any other group to move the goods,” Scarrot said pointedly, staring at the aged man with distrust. 
 
    “You and Holt are some of the few people I’d trust with a delivery this delicate,” the master of Creidor said, leaning on his walking stick. “And, one of the only slave caravans to have a woman as your crew. It was a stroke of luck that you picked up little Miss Dora when you did.” 
 
    “I assume the ‘person’ our client wants is female, and thus to arrive unharmed in any form,” Holt said, walking over from where he’d been checking on the massive golden-furred digger with the green -Healer. 
 
    “Correct. If she was ‘sullied’ during transit then everyone’s heads would roll,” Reed said, not a trace of humor to be seen on his face. “And who can say what would happen on a long journey with many men around her? No, I will not risk my town’s safety by angering the client. I expect your Healer to keep a close eye on the merchandise.” 
 
    “When will you transfer her over to us?” Holt asked, noticing that his partner was not in any mood to talk. 
 
    “Before you leave tomorrow morning. I will bring her, as well as the artifact, straight to you. Much less chance of anyone trying something in the night.” 
 
    “You really think someone would attempt to steal from us, and by extension you, in the midst of your own territory?” Dora asked, surprised. 
 
    “I may lead, but many would prefer not to follow,” Reed said with a shake of his head. “I have enemies, and so does the client. Better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Your motto, if I recall,” Holt said with a nod. Reed smirked at the goateed man before turning to face Dora again. 
 
    “I have a gift for you, young lady. As payment for you services the other day.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no trouble,” Dora protested, but the elderly crime lord waved her off. 
 
    “I pay my debts. Take it, please.” 
 
    Nodding hesitantly, the half-orc approached as he reached into his robes, which had somehow remained pristine despite the grime and dust everywhere. 
 
    Reed handed the young woman a small wooden case. It was plain, but possessed a heavy looking iron lock. 
 
    “The key,” Reed said with a smile, passing Dora a hefty wrought iron key. Taking it, she carefully unlocked the case, opening it and revealing three ceramic jars. 
 
    They were more like thimbles with the amount they tiny containers could hold, but each one was of impressive craftsmanship. One was blue, one was yellow, and one was green. They were nestled in soft padding and enchanted with simple durability effects to prevent cracking. 
 
    “This, my dear, is an Assassin’s Set,” Reed said proudly, pointing at the individual pots. “Blue contains Salve of Slumber, yellow has Salve of Sharpness, and the green one holds some Dread Poison. Each jar has enough to coat three or so daggers or crossbow bolts, or one sword.” 
 
    “Um, thank you,” Dora said, not sure how to respond to this sort of gift. 
 
    “It’s insurance, my dear. The Dreadlands are not kind, as you well know, but you have yet to truly see the depths of depravity that lurks here, and in the hearts of men.” Reed’s voice was sharp, yet his eyes held a knowing look. It was as if he knew a secret Dora should have known as well, but was pitying her for not possessing it. 
 
    She bowed her head in thanks as she closed and locked the box 
 
    For some reason, Dora could tell that Scarrot was torn between appreciation of the gift, and annoyed at the way it had been handed over. And deep below those two emotions was a third she couldn’t immediately identify, and it was repressed too fast to properly notice it. Had it been envy? She wasn’t sure. And why would the old orc have that emotion in him? 
 
    “Say what you want about the disciples of Arshold, but they know their way around hazardous substances. As to be expected from the followers of the God of Poison,” Reed said, grinning as she tucked the case under her arm. 
 
    Thank you, sir. I’ll make good use of them,” Dora replied. 
 
    . 
 
    That evening, as she sat in her tent, Dora carefully examined her new possessions with a more critical eye. The contents of the pots were thick, viscous oils that were meant to be smeared onto a weapon. What their effects were, she could only hazard a guess from their names. 
 
    Removing the cork from the blue ceramic pot, Dora leaned in to take a whiff of the azure goo. Her nose went numb as she did.  
 
    After stoppering the container, she lifted up the yellow jar next, and this time a faint hint of steel came to her from the piss colored substance, just barely noticeable through the numbness of her nose. 
 
     As she hefted the green jar, a snort of laughter caught her attention. 
 
    “If you sniff that one, at least let us tie you down first,” Reesh jokingly called out as she slipped into her tent. 
 
    “What are you doing, Reesh?” Dora asked, a tinge of annoyance at the breach in privacy. 
 
    “Boss wanted me to teach you about what you’ve got in your hands, lest you hurt yourself or others. That green stuff in your hands is Dread Poison, also known as Nightmare Oil. It causes pain and the target to hallucinate some of their worst fears if it gets into you. A whiff might cause you to panic a bit, so we wanted to avoid that.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you for stopping me. But next time wait for me to allow you inside,” Dora scolded. The handyman raised his arms in surrender. 
 
    “Fair enough. Now, the blue stuff is Salve of Slumber. It basically induces unconsciousness in its victims. That whole pot might keep someone out cold for half a day at most. What makes properly made Salve of Slumber scary is that nothing can wake you while under its influence. Neither magic nor a bucket of cold water. So be careful with whom you use it on.” 
 
    Dora nodded, making room on her cot for Reesh to sit on so he could explain their uses of the alchemical substances. 
 
    “Next is Salve of Sharpness in the yellow bottle. It’s probably the most useful of the three in my opinion. Anything you coat with it becomes insanely sharp, like someone cast a Sharpening enchantment on the weapon. And with that oil, you could technically turn even a wooden spoon into the equivalent of an iron dagger with enough salve.” 
 
    “Impressive,” the half-orc praised. “These three items seem very useful. How much would it cost to buy it?” 
 
    “Each bottle would probably run you about fifteen gold each,” Reesh said, his grin widening as he watched Dora do a spit-take without any water. 
 
    “H-how? What?” 
 
    “They’re fairly uncommon potions to begin with, and the ones who make the best stuff, Dead Flask, are servants of Arshold. After the War of Fallen Gods there aren’t many of them left.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Dora accepted.  
 
    Framed by the World Rebellion for the assassinations of hundreds of notable people across Erafore, the cult of dark alchemists Dead Flask had been hunted to near extinction centuries ago. Only in recent years had they begun to recover their former glory. 
 
    Looking over the painted ceramic containers, the young Healer felt a surge of appreciation for the extraordinary gift. 
 
    Reesh jolted her from her revelries with a heavy pat on the back before standing up. 
 
    “Best get some shuteye, Dora. We’ll be up early preparing for the long trek ahead of us. And, you’ll have a new friend to watch over. Fun, fun, fun!”  
 
    Dora rolled her eyes at the fake cheeriness in the man’s voice. “Don’t sound too excited, Reesh. Wouldn’t want others to think you actually liked us, would you?” 
 
    “Heh. Yeah. Alright, pleasant dreams,” the repairman of the convoy said, stalking out of the tent without a backward glance. 
 
    The half-orc couldn’t help a small smile creep across her face. Reesh was perhaps the one person she was the closest to in the entirety of the Yellowmoon Menagerie. 
 
    Uldo, while silent, always was there to help if someone needed it. But he rarely spoke. Most newcomers to the caravan believed him to be mute, and maybe a little bit simple. 
 
    There was Rindel, the gnome, who was like an uncle to her. He always made sure she had enough toiletries and food, and the diminutive Quartermaster was a font of wisdom on tidbits and knowledge on the world around them. 
 
    Holt was a decent man, but busy. He kept the books, and interacted with customers who might consider Scarrot no better than a dumb brute and try to cheat him for that. 
 
    Dora frowned as she thought of the leader of the Menagerie. He was an enigma to her. He refused to call her by her name, and she had yet to figure out what exactly ‘Ildora’ meant in orcish, since it didn’t mean anything in any of the other languages she knew. 
 
    And the way he acted; aloof but constantly watching her. As if he expected her to bolt or break from what she had to do as a slave trader. Or hoped she would break, and leave the Menagerie.  
 
    She shook her head, clearing away her thoughts. This wasn’t the time to ponder her relationships. 
 
    Pulling the tent flaps closed and sealing them with wooden toggles slipped through holes in the fabric, Dora got ready for bed. A part of her had a bad feeling about this whole deal. Where exactly was the caravan headed that everyone she knew feared and refused to speak of it? 
 
    . 
 
    Dora shifted from foot to foot, anxiously waiting next to Scarrot for Reed to arrive and deliver the items for transport. 
 
    The boss of the caravan was not happy to be used as a delivery service, his mood further soured by the thought of who and where he had to go to. 
 
    For Dora, she was experiencing something akin to excitement alongside her jittery nerves. She’d never had friends, and the few women she’d encountered since leaving her home for a life in the Dreadlands had been enslaved or cruel taskmistresses. For her to be in charge of caring for another female for the duration of the trip gave her hope she could have something close to kinship for but a brief moment. And although this woman would be a slave, Dora could at least try to make an acquaintance. Brief though the relationship might be. 
 
    “It’s always a pleasure to see youngsters up and early and ready for the day to start,” the creaky voice of Reed called out.  
 
    He approached the pair with a smile on his face, though it was sadly a forced one. He leaned heavily on his cane, each step measured due to pain. 
 
    Dora unconsciously stepped forwards, placing a hand on his shoulder and guiding him back to where she’d stood earlier. That his guards did not move to attack her was something she was belatedly grateful for. 
 
    “It’s not much, but this should keep you on your feet for the rest of the day,” Dora whispered, discreetly casting a few minor healing spells on the aging mayor of Creidor. 
 
    “My thanks, little lady. Scar found himself a good follower,” Reed said with a nod of his head in thanks.  
 
    Once he was sure he could act without pain, he gestured to the armed men behind him. There were only two, but they were dressed in ornately tooled leather armor and wielded curved swords, Shamsirs she believed they were known as, which were popular in Saluda. Just a single glance was enough to show that each one was at least B-rank in terms of combat skill, and had total loyalty to their employer. 
 
    Between them, a single woman was being escorted. Normally, this might be considered excessive, seeing as she clearly had a collar around her neck that designated her as having been branded a slave, though it was silver, marking her a skilled practitioner of magic. Such collars were designed for restraining their ability to use any kind of magic without permission.  
 
    This woman was clearly unusual. And that wasn’t all that struck Dora about the new slave. 
 
    Normal people don’t have raven black hair that seemed to drink in the morning light. Normal people didn’t have a figure that looked as if they were closer to a work of art than an actual human, carrying themselves with a mature charm and sensual appeal. 
 
    Normal people were not blindfolded by a strip of crimson cloth etched with strange sigils that made the head swim if looked at. Normal people did not need to have customized silver and iron manacles that completely covered her hands. 
 
    And, if Dora was completely honest with herself, normal people did not walk as if they owned the place while clad in tattered, baggy rags or while being a slave. 
 
    This human woman had an appearance and presence so far out of the norm Dora could only blink stupidly as she tried to process it all.  
 
    Even Scarrot looked taken aback, and that was not something that happened often. 
 
    “Meet Kari, the woman you’ll be escorting,” Reed said, smiling widely at the astonished looks on the orc blooded traders. 
 
    “Who in the Hells is this woman that you needed to seal both her sight and to slap a set of mana extinguishing gauntlets on her?” Scarrot demanded. 
 
    “She is a rare little minx who possesses two unique Bloodline Traits,” Reed explained. “The Divine Eyes of Appraisal and the Godhands of the Artifact Wielder as hers to command.” 
 
    “Um, what does that mean, exactly?” Dora inquired, confusion written upon her face. 
 
    “My Divine Eyes of Appraisal allow me to instantly judge the worth of an object, as well as where it was made and from what and when and by whom. It even works on people, showing me their talents, aptitudes for magic and other abilities, and more,” the woman spoke up. “While my second gift allows me to use any sort of magical item without needing to learn how to use it. As soon as my hands touch an item, I know exactly how it can be used.” 
 
    She then snorted and tossed her hair over her shoulder with a flick of her head. 
 
    “I really got stuck with the geniuses this time around, huh? No hope that I might be able to have a stimulating conversation, then. At least escaping will be easier.” 
 
    Dora felt her hopes shrivel up and die in a fire as she beheld the person who was to be her companion for gods know how long. 
 
    “Has a bit of a mouth on her, unfortunately,” Reed grimaced, shooting the two slave traders an apologetic look. “I’d throw in a gag of some kind to shut her up, but she’d still find a way to annoy you. Better the devil you can deal with than one you don’t know.” 
 
    “So long as she obeys Ildora’s instructions I will not have to discipline her,” Scarrot said, his words carrying clear warning. 
 
    The raven-haired beauty simply tilted her head in response. 
 
    “Does the blindfold have to stay on the whole time?” Dora asked, looking at the strange binding over her eyes.  
 
    A quick Detect Magic showed that besides the runes woven into the fabric, the cloth itself was fairly saturated with magic.  
 
    “Not really. Kari can turn her Divine Eyes on and off at will, but they allow her to see all sorts of things about whatever she looks at. Unless you feel fine literally baring your soul for her to look at, keep the blindfold on,” Reed cautioned. 
 
    “I see,” Dora acknowledged.  
 
    “Where’s the other item?” Scarrot asked, growing impatient. 
 
    Without a word, Reed reached into his robes like he had done the previous day for Dora’s gift, but this time the object he removed was much more ornate. 
 
    It was a treasure box. That was the best way to describe it. Made of silvery metal that had a slight blueish tinge, a number of amethysts were set into the lid, forming a five-pointed star. The lock looked small and delicate, but Dora could sense that the amount of magic in the container would make anything short of an adamantium hammer bounce off if it tried to open the box without the key. 
 
    Not to mention the curses. Yeah. Having your blood boil in your veins while your flesh turned to stone sounded distinctly unpleasant. Dora took a step back from the nasty little box. 
 
    “Try not to lose it,” the lord of Creidor joked. “That object inside is worth ten times more than the rest of the goods being delivered.” 
 
    The scarred orc just nodded and pocketed the tiny treasure chest while Dora stared in shock at it, trying to imagine anything worth that much that wasn’t a castle. 
 
    As it was, she nearly missed the white-haired man slipping something else into Scarrot’s hand, the orc giving a barely perceptible nod in understanding. He then turned to the half-orc. 
 
    “Ildora, bring our ‘guest’ over to the horses. She’ll be riding with you.” 
 
    “Wait, what? What about the cages?” Dora asked, looked back at their camp. 
 
    “I’m not going to risk having her around other people. I know her type, and I’d rather not have to put down a slave revolt. Keep her close.” 
 
    “Oh, one last thing,” Reed said. “Dora, please press your index finger to the lady’s collar. That way it will register you as her temporary owner. A handler, if you will.” 
 
    The young Healer obeyed, putting her fingertip against the back of the collar. 
 
    “Bind to one, and none other. In blood there is truth, and in blood there is knowledge. With the power of the souls, our contract is established. In the name of the all-binding chains, I seal this contract in the name of Naliot,” Reed intoned, and Dora felt a prick on her finger before the runes flashed red.  
 
    He then handed Dora a scroll bound in a red ribbon. “Here is the written contract and proof of purchase for the client. Be sure to keep it safe.” 
 
    “That’s all. Now, be safe on your journey!”  
 
    With the elderly crime lord of the Cracked Land waving goodbye, the Yellowmoon Menagerie headed off, dipping south to reach the center of the Dreadlands, and their destination. 
 
    . 
 
    “How do you do this for days on end? It’s only been a few hours but my posterior is sore!” Kari complained, sitting gingerly on a crate next to Dora. 
 
    The half-orc just shrugged and held some bread up for the raven-haired beauty to eat. Kari accepted with a grimace. 
 
    Blind and without her hands, the haughty woman had eventually caved in to hunger and let her handler feed her. Plus, the rations weren’t all that great, either. That was more than enough to warrant a frown in her opinion. 
 
    “You get used to it,” Dora said when she remembered her companion could not see. “Though, I admit, even after two years of riding I still feel like my buttocks will fall off some day.” 
 
    “At least there’s a saddle. I shudder to think of doing this bareback,” Kari noted, and the two shivered in terror at that thought. 
 
    “So, tell me, where are you from?” Dora asked as she raised the water skin to the dark-haired woman’s lips.  
 
    After taking a deep drink, the slave replied. “The Crawling Coast. My father is a successful merchant who owns several ships and runs an important business. He’s a partner of the Merchant-Prince himself!” 
 
    “So, he’s a pirate captain. That’s impressive!” Dora said. 
 
    “What?! No, he’s not a pirate!” Kari shouted, insulted. 
 
    “He isn’t?” 
 
    “No, why would you think that?” 
 
    “Well, you know the old joke: What’s the difference between a merchant and a pirate in the Crawling Coast? Nothing!” 
 
    Dead silence fell on the pair, and in the distance a groan could be heard from Reesh who’d overheard the terrible joke. 
 
    “Was that your attempt at breaking the ice?” Kari asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes?” Dora replied hesitantly.  
 
    “You’re almost as bad at talking to people as I am! And that’s saying something!” Kari crowed, a smirk gracing her face. 
 
    Dora looked away, a blush across her face. 
 
    “You do know that I can’t see you, right? You don’t have to turn away to hide your embarrassment.” 
 
    “It’s the principle of the matter!” Dora retorted.  
 
    Kari let out a peal of laughter. “You know, I think I might come to find this an agreeable arrangement for now. At least until I find a way to escape.” 
 
    The half-orc simply raised an eyebrow at her declaration. 
 
    “You’ve been branded, Miss Kari. The contract has been established. And there’s nowhere to run out here,” Dora said, feeling pity for the enslaved woman. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” the blindfolded woman said, her voice a growl. 
 
    “One way or another I will be free. And when I am, I’ll find out who betrayed me and sold me into this wretched situation. And then, they will suffer.” 
 
    A dark aura suffused the air around her, and Dora leaned back in terror. This was going to be an ‘interesting’ trip.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Broken tears 
 
      
 
    “Close wounds, soothe pain. Minor Heal,” Irene chanted. Beside her on a stool a young Dora stood, watching her mother’s spell. 
 
    A yellow glow surrounded her hands as they lay over the burned flesh of the local blacksmith’s apprentice. Slowly but surely the red, seared skin turned pale as the damage was undone. 
 
    “And that’s all for now. Be more careful when you try and handle metal that’s red hot,” Irene said. “Don’t forget to see Doctor Argus for the burn cream and bandages.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” the apprentice said, rubbing his arm gingerly. 
 
    “Aye, that idiot better learn quick. If only he was as clever as your own apprentice,” a large, bald and burly man snorted. The master blacksmith walked over to his student and shook his head in annoyance. 
 
    Little Dora blushed at the praise, looking down at the floor. Though the blacksmith apprentice rolled his eyes he stood up all the same. 
 
    “I like learning,” Dora said softly. 
 
    “I can see that! If you’re anything like your mother, you’ll be healing wounds in no time,” the blacksmith said cheerfully. “There need to be more people like you in the world.” 
 
    “There should be less, if you ask me,” the apprentice muttered under his breath. Irene’s smile became stiff and the blacksmith smacked the back of the teen’s head. 
 
    “Should be less of your lip, is what there should be,” the man growled. 
 
    “Now, now, Darr, there’s no need to have me treat him for another injury,” Irene said smoothly. The large man just grunted and grabbed his apprentice’s collar. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get back to the smithy. You can handle the stoking for now,” the larger man said gruffly as he escorted the younger man out of the Healer’s hut. 
 
    There was an unpleasant silence for a moment before Dora smiled in an effort to distract the two of them from it. 
 
    “That was so cool, mama! His injury was all ‘argh, it hurts!’ and then you were all ‘not today, pain!’” Dora said giddily, looking up at her mother in awe. 
 
    The young Healer smiled down at her. “Thank you, sweetie. And since that was our last patient of the day, why not help me sort the medicine.” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    Dora bustled around the operating room with her mother, carrying vials and bottles and assorted medicinal items. 
 
    Calling it an operation room was a bit of a misnomer. It was simply a room in the small hut that served as the medical practice for the town of Far Reach. With a simple bed in the middle of the room, the only other furniture was set of desks and drawers that stored an assortment of medicine and implements used for examination. 
 
    Austere and plain, the only other color besides the pills and potions was a large gold colored dove mounted on the wall over the bed.  
 
    “So, mama, how many spells do you know?”  
 
    “Why do you ask, my mint leaf?” Irene asked. 
 
    “I wanna know how many I need to learn to be as good as you!” Dora said happily. 
 
    “Well, if you must know, I can use about nineteen healing spells. Fifteen is the minimum requirement for an aspiring Healer to know.” 
 
    “Wow, nineteen!” Dora exclaimed. “What’s the best one you know?” 
 
    “Well, I’m proud to say that I can perfectly cast the Level Six spell Mend Serious Wound. With it, even deep lacerations and organ damage can be healed,” Irene said, thinking it over for a moment. 
 
    “So, what’s the most powerful healing spell out there?” Dora asked, tilting her head. 
 
    “I suppose that would be the Level Ten spell Restore,” Irene mused. “It’s the pinnacle of the Healing spells.” 
 
    “What does it do? What makes it so powerful?”  
 
    “It can undo and heal all kinds of damage,” the Healer explained. “Some say it’s so strong, it can rewind time itself, returning the body to the picture of health before the injury happened. That’s what makes it the highest ranked spell.” 
 
    “But, very few people can use the spell. Most don’t have the magical power or the capacity to cast it.” 
 
    “One day, I’ll use it!!” Dora asserted. “I’ll be the best Healer in the world!” 
 
    “Hah! That’ll be the day.” 
 
    “Argus,” Irene said with annoyance, turning to the door. “You’re late. The patient already left.” 
 
    “It was just a burn. It didn’t need my expertise.” A middle-aged man with scraggly stubble and messy hair clomped inside the room.  
 
    Dora wrinkled her nose at the smell of alcohol on the doctor’s breath and moved to stand behind her mother. The town doctor narrowed his eyes at the young half-orc child but decided to ignore her. 
 
    “Besides, these yokels wouldn’t know good health practices if it stabbed them in the stomach. I don’t know why you work so hard for them.” 
 
    “I took an oath to help and protect. And I’ll do just that,” Irene retorted. 
 
    Argus shook his head in dismay at the woman’s kindness. “Sometimes I just don’t understand you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how you can be drinking in the afternoon,” Irene shot back. Dora let out a giggle. 
 
    “Look, you can shower that thing you call a daughter will all the love you want, but it will never be accepted,” Argus snarled, glaring at Dora who let out a whimper. “You’re just lucky that we’re this far out on the borders, or it would be dead.” 
 
    What happened next was a shock. Dora could only stare slack jawed as her mother, the kindest, happiest woman in the world, lashed out with a brutal kick at the doctor’s groin.  
 
    Argus collapsed with a gasp of pain as the Healer towered over him in her rage. 
 
    “One more word and I’ll do much worse to you,” Irene hissed. 
 
    “But, your oath…” 
 
    “Does not prevent me from doing some ‘amputation’ if the wound is too far gone to be healed,” the honey blonde woman spat. “And if you ever threaten my daughter again like that I might uncover a very rotten, septic wound that needs removal. One that is near your waist, perhaps.” 
 
    She took Dora’s hand and led her out of the building, leaving the doctor to writhe in pain on the ground.  
 
    The young girl looked back, only to recoil from the hatred in the man’s eyes as he watched them leave. 
 
    . 
 
    “You look tired,” Rindel said, giving Dora an appraising look as she walked towards the tiny cook, her slave in tow. 
 
    “She tosses and turns when she sleeps. It’s distracting,” Kari replied.  
 
    “Well, hopefully this wakes you up,” the gnome said, passing the half-orc her customary morning cup of mint tea. 
 
    “Ahhh, that definitely helps,” Dora sighed with joy. Kari declined her own mug, preferring water over ‘smelly herb water.’  
 
    The young Healer was starting to reconsider trying to befriend this woman. She wasn’t sure she could ever forgive anyone who badmouthed her favorite beverage. 
 
    “So, can you tell me what the plan is? And where we’re actually going?” Dora asked of the Quartermaster once the morning rush was done. 
 
    “The first step is to head south a bit towards the Lake of Tears,” Rindel said, passing out bowls of oatmeal gruel to his audience. “It’s a major oasis and stopping point, and has a shanty town of sorts for supplies. We’ll just be there for a bit before heading towards the center of the Dreadlands.” 
 
    Rindel sighed heavily, looking from Dora to Kari then to his food. 
 
    “Our final destination lies near the exact center of Suld. Just a few days from both the Cracked Land, Golden Desert of Saluda, and the Sprawling Jungle stands the wretched City of Slaves, Annod Bol.” 
 
    The gnome barely suppressed a shiver that ran down his spine. Dora looked confused, while Kari went pale and let out a whimper. 
 
    “It’s the first, last, and only true city in the Cracked Land, and is run by a collection of six powerful slave traders,” Rindel explained. “It is said that every slave passes through its gate at one point or another in the Dreadlands.” 
 
    “And judging by how Scarrot was acting, our client who wants Kari and the golden mole is someone from one of those six clans,” Dora said, immediately connecting the dots. Rindel nodded gravely. 
 
    “Indeed. Dominik Krave, Lord of the West Tower. One of the most powerful men in the region. Anyone who wants to do business in the Cracked Land serves under one of the lords of Annod Bol. They pay tribute, and they’re allowed to sell their ware unmolested.” 
 
    Before she could muse anymore Kari grabbed her arm, paralyzing the half-orc with the amount of fear she was displaying. 
 
    “Please, release me,” Kari begged, clutching onto Dora. “I’ll do anything you want, pay any price! Just don’t take me to that place!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t do that,” Dora said miserably, looking away.  
 
    Instead of protesting or throwing a tantrum, the woman with two Bloodline Traits fell eerily silent. Her posture slumped, and her regal aura faded away.  
 
    She had given up. 
 
    “I understand,” she mumbled softly. For the rest of the day Kari was quiet and followed Dora obediently. 
 
    It was only when night came and the caravan came to stop for the evening that Kari uttered another word to her handler. 
 
    “I forgive you.” 
 
    “What?” Dora demanded, whirling around to face the raven-haired woman. 
 
    “I said, I forgive you. I know what it’s like to be afraid and helpless to do anything. I don’t blame you for this. Just remember that.” 
 
    Kari did not say another word, choosing to curl up on her cot and try to get some sleep. 
 
    Dora’s own slumber was plagued by nightmares once more. 
 
    . 
 
    Before them was a vast, sprawling mass of dark blue water. Dora had never seen a lake before. There had been a duck pond near her hometown of Far Reach but that was all her experience with bodies of water.  
 
    This one, however, was huge. A mass of liquid whose furthest banks stretched far off into the distance, invisible with the naked eye.  
 
     “You call that a lake?” Dora demanded incredulously. She leaned over to Kari and described the vista to her. The dark-haired woman whistled in approval. 
 
    “Technically, it’s more of an inland sea,” Rindel confessed, rubbing the back of his head.  
 
    In the shallow edges near the rocky pseudo-beach reeds and seaweed seemed to bloom, giving the ‘lake’ a ring of green and brown. 
 
    “The Lake of Tears is a salt water body, hence the ‘tears’ part of the name. And since it’s totally landlocked, ‘lake’ was deemed appropriate enough,” the gnome Quartermaster continued. 
 
    “But wait, if it is all salt water, how do people use it for drinking?” Dora asked.  
 
    “Annod Bol has some ancient magical technology hidden inside it that can purify and distill the lake’s salt water, making it potable. Its rulers import large wagon trains full of barrels each week to meet the city’s needs,” Holt explained as he rode over.  
 
    “For the rest of us plebeians though we have to boil the water to use it and get the salt out,” Holt stated. “But we have a competent master of supplies with us, so we don’t need to fill up on that much water.” 
 
    “Indeed, since we’re this close to the lake we can just fill up the empty barrels using Summon Water instead of needing to use lots of fire or boiling rods,” Rindel said happily.  
 
    “Will we be staying long?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Just for the night,” Holt replied. 
 
    The half-orc maiden sighed but nodded. The caravan moved on, approaching a large strip of land near the shore of the lake that already had a number of tents and shoddily constructed dwellings. A tiny dock seemed to have been built there as well, and a few boats could be seen out on the waves. 
 
    “Ooh, fish! Can we get some for dinner, Rindel? Please?” Dora asked, turning to the gnome and batting her eyelids. He just laughed. 
 
    “Why not. Been a while since we’ve had good, fresh meat. I think Scarrot will let us splurge a bit.” 
 
    “About time. I don’t think I could eat another loaf of that nasty bread, or boiled oatmeal gruel, or salted beef stew,” Kari muttered. Dora rapped her on the shoulder in chastisement. 
 
    “Be nice! It’s not his fault traveling rations are horrible! If anything, Rindel works miracles with what he has!” 
 
    “Stop, please, you’ll make me blush,” the noseless Quartermaster chuckled. 
 
    Dora looked over the surface of the lake, licking her lips at the thought of real food after so long. Her dreams of fish were interrupted by a large tail popping out of the water near the docks, revealing a humanoid with pale blue skin and dark green hair that had the lower half of a fish. 
 
    The aquatic being was handing a net full of clams over to a few people on the dock who then handed over some goods in exchange.  
 
    “Merfolk?” Dora asked, surprised. 
 
    “Oh yeah, there’s a small colony somewhere in the depths of the Lake of Tears,” Rindel said, unsurprised. “Supposedly they are the descendants of merfolk slaves who managed to escape long ago but not make it to the ocean.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s kind of sad, you know? Thinking that they’ll never be able to return home,” Dora said sorrowfully. 
 
    “Well, there’s also the theory that the Lake of Tears is connected to the Great Southern Ocean by a series of underground canals and tunnels,” Rindel went on. “There’s a large number of cavern systems near the Sprawling Jungle that go pretty deep and far, so either option is possible.” 
 
    “How do you know all this trivia?” Kari asked the gnome. 
 
    “When I was younger, I was part of a cartographer’s group sent to record parts of the Dreadlands,” Rindel said, eyes misting over with memory.  
 
    “It was a group of researchers who wanted to explore the unique territory to be found here. I was appointed the Quartermaster for the expedition as well, while also being the junior most of the cartographers. Even then I was a bookworm, eager to learn.” 
 
    “What happened?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Bandits,” Rindel said with a scowl. “You always hear about how harsh and dangerous the Dreadlands are, but until you actually get here you think the warnings are exaggerations. Within a week we had run out of water and been attacked by monsters thrice. And then the slavers struck, capturing those of us left.” 
 
    “How did you get away?” Kari inquired, leaning in. 
 
    “When our kidnappers came to Creidor to restock and sell a few of us off, the Yellowmoon Menagerie was there as well,” the gnome replied, closing his eyes. “And when I saw Scarrot, I called out to him.” 
 
    “‘If you buy me and my companions, I will become your personal slave if you let the others go.’ That was what I shouted at him as he was browsing the cages. I caught his attention, and he did as I asked. However, he told me that if I wanted to free my companions, I had to work to buy them myself.” 
 
    “I worked and worked, toiled and slaved. I cooked, cleaned, fixed and tended to the wounded. I was a one-man army. But I finally did it. I bought the freedom of my compatriots.” 
 
    “Why are you here, then? Are you still enslaved by the leader of this group?” Kari demanded. 
 
    “Because for all his faults, the boss has a kind of charisma about him. It makes people want to hide behind him for protection, and he in turn has a need to protect those he considers family. And that’s what I am. Me, Reesh, Uldo and Holt are all his family. Even you, Dora, are seen as such, even if he acts like he does not care,” Rindel said softly.  
 
    No one spoke any further as the caravan set up camp near the village of tents. Dora stayed closer to Kari, worried that Rindel’s words may have stoked a spark in her heart, convincing her to try and escape once more. 
 
    Seeing little else to do Dora led Kari over to one of the animal cages. With a wet snuffle the golden mole perked up, twisting to look at the two women.  
 
    “Hey there, boy, how ya doing?” Dora said, rubbing the top of its head. It gave a sound of contentment that sounded like a dog trying to purr.  
 
    “Such lovely fur,” Kari praised, enjoying the silky feel of the beast on her palms. 
 
    “I know, right? It’s surprising how soft and well-kept it is. Must be because it has to burrow through soil so its fur repels dirt and such,” Dora agreed. 
 
    The giant mole preened at the women’s comments. 
 
    “Hard to believe it bonded so fast with me,” Dora noted, grabbing some rancid meat to offer as a snack. 
 
    “Maybe it was saved by someone who smelled like you in the past. Another orc or Healer, perhaps,” Kari suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps. Probably the Healer bit if that’s the case, though. I’m just a half-orc, and the poor dear is terrified of the boss.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” The two were silent for a while, the only sounds being the noisy chewing coming from the golden mole. 
 
    “Could you let me take a look at the beast? I want to Appraise it,” the raven-haired beauty requested. 
 
    “What would that let you see?” 
 
    “Well, my eyes would let me tell its age and such, but also might give me a reason why it’s so attracted to you. Don’t tell me you’re not interested.” 
 
    Dora bit her lip. The collared woman was right, she did want to know. The Healer gently lifted the edge of the blindfold and let Kari take a peek at the big gold furred mole creature. 
 
    After a moment, Kari nodded and Dora lowered the dark red cloth over her eyes once more. 
 
    “Did you know that golden moles can smell magic?” Kari asked, patting the mole on the head. 
 
    Dora shook her head at that odd start to the conversation. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, they can. It seems that their nose is sensitive enough to actually detect magic as well as other scents. It is how they see, since this one appears to be mostly blind,” Kari explained.  
 
    “Based on what my Divine Eyes could tell, apparently you smell like the being who rescued it from poachers. Apparently, your magic, and by extension your soul, carry a similar scent. Fascinating.” 
 
    “I guess that is kind of cool,” Dora said slowly, unsure. The bound woman spun around to face the half-orc. Or tried to, as she wasn’t completely facing Dora. 
 
    “You don’t understand how important that is!” Kari hissed as Dora shuffled to stand closer. “No two souls are the same! If your soul smells similar to someone else’s, it means it was someone related to you, or they had similar magic, or a kind of divine blessing.” 
 
    “To the golden mole, your soul is close enough to its savior’s that it trusts you to this degree. The odds of such a thing are very high. Close to one in seven million! Maybe a billion!” 
 
    “Alright, now it’s starting to sound weird,” Dora admitted. 
 
    The two of them just stood there for a bit, deep in thought.  
 
    “Let’s go see if Rindel needs some help with dinner. And if we’re lucky we’ll get some freebies!” 
 
    . 
 
    As the night settled down across the Lake of Tears Dora shivered a bit and drew a jacket closer around her. The temperature had fallen quickly, and with the water nearby it was chillier than she’d ever experienced in the Cracked Land so far.  
 
    Kari seemed completely fine, sitting nonchalantly on her cot as Dora paced around the tent. But that was expected, the half-orc mused. The Crawling Coast was essentially a long stretch of beach all along the edge of Orria, so the dark-haired captive was probably used to these sorts of cool evenings. 
 
    “Is there any reason you are clomping around like a testy bull?” Kari asked. She folded her arms in defiance as Dora shot her a look of annoyance.  
 
    “No. Yes. Maybe.” 
 
    “Is it because of what I told you earlier?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Dora admitted. “I kind of want to, well, uh…” 
 
    “You want me to Appraise you,” Kari finished, divining her handler’s desire. Dora nodded rapidly. “Then why don’t you just ask?” 
 
    “Because I’m worried,” Dora claimed, sitting down on her own cot with a sigh. “What if you see something strange? What if, when you look at me, you find out that I’m really a horrible person?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “No! But, sometimes I wonder. I’m a slaver. I treat people like cattle, and try not to think about that. What if my soul is stained?” Dora trembled slightly, this time not due to the cold. 
 
    “I haven’t prayed to Cynthia properly in years because I’m afraid she might not answer me because of what I’ve done.” 
 
    “I highly doubt I will see any such stains on your soul,” Kari said with a snort of disbelief. Dora turned to her with an argument on her lips, but stopped when the dark-haired beauty cut her off by raising her covered hands in front of the Healer’s face. 
 
    “True, I’ve been forced to do whatever you say, and the collar doesn’t help me form a good opinion, but in the five days I’ve spent with you I have not heard anything to make me consider you a truly bad person. If anything, you’re stronger than I could be, having been thrust into such trying circumstances.” 
 
    Kari shook her head. “I promise that if I see any sort of taint on you, I’ll let you know what it is.” 
 
    Dora let out a laugh. “That shouldn’t make me feel better, but strangely, it does.” 
 
    She bent down and lifted the edge of the blood colored cloth from her prisoner’s right eye, giving her the first true glimpse of Kari’s face. 
 
    Purple with an iris of bronze. That was the eye that Dora saw. She leaned in closer, entranced, and could swear that there might have been flecks of gold dancing around inside. 
 
    Dora’s appreciation was put on hold when she spotted a tear trickle down Kari’s cheek. The Healer recoiled in worry, and saw that the collared woman’s face had an appearance of rapturous awe and shock. 
 
    “What do you see?” Dora demanded. Her inquiry snapped Kari out of her trance and she reached up, sealing off her eye of her own volition.  
 
    “Sorry, sometimes my eyes tear up whenever I use my Bloodline Trait,” Kari said with a shaky laugh. 
 
    “Really?” Dora asked. The raven-haired young woman nodded. 
 
    “Really. You can even force me to tell the truth with the collar. But if you must know, there’s nothing wrong with your soul at all. A surprising amount of mana, but nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Why did you look so shocked, then?” 
 
    “I was just stunned to find out we’re about the same age. I thought you were much older, like in your late twenties.” 
 
    “What?!” Dora screeched. “I look nothing like that! I’m seventeen, damn it! Seventeen! I’m not old! If anything, you’re the old woman here!” 
 
    “I’m only nineteen,” Kari said proudly, flickering her long, beautiful hair over her shoulder. 
 
    “Damn it,” Dora growled, a flash of jealousy sparking inside her at that. Some women got all the good luck, didn’t they? 
 
    As Dora glared at Kari’s body, the slave in question threw a pillow at the half-orc’s face. 
 
    “Stop looking at me so intently! I might blush!” 
 
    “Grrr!” The Healer launched her own retaliatory pillow at the woman, barking out a laugh as the soft projectile knocked her over. She scrambled back up, sitting on her knees and giving the impression she too was glaring back. 
 
    The women stared at each other for a moment before descending into peals of laugher. Tears of humor trickled down their cheeks, though in Kari’s case the blindfold soaked them up while somehow staying dry. 
 
    “Ah, I needed that,” Dora chuckled as her mirth died down. She looked at the dark-haired slave. 
 
    “So, there’s seriously nothing wrong with me?” 
 
    “Nope. You’re clean as a whistle. Metaphorically speaking,” Kari assured. Dora bobbed her head happily before getting up from the cot and preparing for bed, humming a happy tune. 
 
    Left to her own devices, Kari glanced down at her lap and frowned, trying to understand all the bizarre information she had gleaned from the half-orc Healer.  
 
    In the end, she shook her head with a sigh and decided to settle down for the evening as well. She had plenty of time to figure out the mystery that was her handler. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Life is the only currency 
 
      
 
    Leaving the Lake of Tears behind them, the caravan’s route began to lead them west towards their final destination. Most of the Yellowmoon Menagerie’s crew grew nervous as they neared the City of Slaves. Kari and the other merchandise were no different. If anything, their fear was more palpable. The traders could at least leave Annod Bol in the end. They wouldn’t. At least, not without chains still on them. 
 
    The mood was getting to Dora as well, causing her to stare morosely out at the landscape as she rode her trusty steed Starspot, Kari planted in the saddle in front of her. 
 
    But it was this intense staring that let the half-orc spot something completely out of place in the dreadful wastelands. 
 
    Green. Two days from the Lake of Tears and a day or so from Annod Bol the ground started to produce a thin layer of scraggly blades of grass and tiny fields of crops. Sickly trees stood here and there, some of them producing leaves and fruit while bushes dotted the side of the road.  
 
    And indeed, there was a road now. A cracked, badly made cobblestone one, but a road nonetheless. More and more wagons, horses, and travelers were around them, all heading in the same direction as the Menagerie.  
 
    There were also people living here as well, clad in poorly made clothes and tending the small patches of life. Most of them were collared, proving to Dora these farmers were enslaved. 
 
    “What is this? What’s with all the greenery?” Dora called out. Instead of Rindel answering her question, a deeper voice boomed out. 
 
    “Annod Bol is a city. And cities need more food than just a few scraps of dried meat and preserved grains. As such, much of the land around it was painstakingly converted into arable farmland.” 
 
    “That must have taken forever,” Dora whistled at Scarrot’s comment, and the peg legged orc nodded. 
 
    “Indeed, it did. Since it was settled a few centuries back the Tower Lords have been trying to make it habitable. Even now it still has to import most of its food, but still manages to produce a decent amount. This is where a lot of the water from the Lake ends up once it’s purified.” 
 
    The battered and bitter old orc rode back to Holt, probably to give out instructions. Dora paid her boss no mind, content to enjoy the sights and smells of plant life for the first time in two years. 
 
    “You’re acting odd. And quit sniffing so loudly, your breath feels weird on my neck,” Kari complained, squirming in discomfort. 
 
    “Ah, sorry about that,” Dora said. “It’s been awhile since I’ve seen so much growth. Even if it is scraggly and dust covered. Back home at Far Reach all we grew was wheat and barley and turnips, but it’s still nice to be reminded of it.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that town. Where is it?” 
 
    “Not surprising. Far Reach is a small community of farmers down in the very southernmost tip of the Partaevian Empire. It’s rather close to Saluda and the Cracked Land.” 
 
    Kari winced as Dora mentioned her old homeland. “You must have been very lucky. I hear they kill all half-humans up in Partaevia.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” Dora said slowly. “Non-humans are turned away at the gates pf larger towns and the cities unless they belong to diplomatic parties, and half-humans like myself tend to be abandoned. Maybe in some places they might do such abhorrent things, but Far Reach was distant enough to be ignored by most of the bigotry.” 
 
    The merchant’s daughter nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. What about your parents? What was growing up like?” 
 
    Dora frowned as she recalled her home life. Sweet memories of her mother clashed with the bitterness the rest of the town brought to her life. 
 
    “I never knew my orc parent. Mother claimed he was a merchant from the Cracked Land who came by to trade near Saluda and used the small town as a supply stop. She never said anything else, though.” 
 
    “As for my mother, well, she was wonderful.” The half-orc smile and her tone suffused with happiness. “Her name was Irene, and she was a Healer of Cynthia. Fully trained and ordained, unlike myself. She was taught in Cathedral City and assigned to Far Reach where she met my father. She was one of the few bright spots when I was a child.” 
 
    “I assume she was the one who taught you how to heal?” 
 
    Dora nodded before giving a quick verbal confirmation. After that, the two settled down for a quiet ride.  
 
    As the Yellowmoon Menagerie drew ever closer to the city, Dora’s attention was soon grabbed by something new. Several of the other wagons nearby had been piled high with mining and digging equipment. The Healer frowned.  
 
    Her interest intensified when she looked back and saw the confusion on the rest of the crew’s faces. Rindel looked intrigued while Reesh and Uldo watched with confusion. Holt was nodding slowly, as if this confirmed something for him, and last but not least was the suspicious look in Scarrot’s eyes. 
 
    Eventually the orc called for a stop and the caravan ground to a halt at a waystation.  
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Dora asked, riding back to the group. “The city isn’t that far away, we could reach it by nightfall!” 
 
    She gestured towards the spires of the city, the walls like toys from the distance. Scarrot just shook his head. 
 
    “We could, but it’d be evening then, and the gates would be crowded from the traffic,” Scarrot explained. “Plus, all the good inns and parking spots would be taken. Better to call it a night here.” 
 
    “Of course, we still need to inform the client we’re coming, so Holt will be heading off alone.” The goateed man bobbed his head in silent agreement. 
 
    “How come he gets to go to the city?” Dora asked, managing to keep the whine from her voice. 
 
    “Because he’s a human and would be allowed in much faster than an orc,” Scarrot said bluntly. “And he knows his way around inside. He’ll tell of our coming, then spend the night in Annod Bol before greeting us in the afternoon when we arrive.” 
 
    The Healer sighed but nodded, trotting Starspot over to Uldo before helping Kari off the horse. 
 
    She then led the slave towards Rindel, who was sorting supplies in one of the wagons. 
 
    “Can we make something special for dinner?” Dora asked. The gnome tilted his head to the side. 
 
    “What were you thinking of?” 
 
    “I was thinking we could have jam buns?” Dora said hopefully. The tiny Quartermaster nodded slowly.  
 
    “I thought you might want some so I baked a bunch before we left Creidor. How many do you want?” 
 
    “Enough for everyone to have one.” 
 
    The way she said ‘everyone’ caused Rindel to raise an eyebrow before seeing a determined look in Dora’s expression and he nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Got it. I think we have enough for that. And I’ll even break out some of the good rations. Everyone deserves a decent meal before treading Annod Bol’s stained halls and walls.” 
 
    Kari stood to the side as Dora and Rindel bustled around the impromptu kitchen, preparing the finest dinner that could be made out of hard tack, thick salted pork, and whatever else they could find. 
 
    The result was a decently tasty stew with an extra serving of ale for the crew. As dinner was passed out, Dora brought along with her a sack from which she withdrew small, jelly-filled rolls. 
 
    Some members of the caravan shot her strange looks when she approached the slave wagons, but the half-orc shook it off.  
 
    “Thank you.” More than a few of the slaves had tears in their eyes as they accepted her gift. 
 
    “I’m sorry. This is all I can do,” Dora whispered. 
 
    “Cynthia bless you.” More and more, this was muttered by the slaves, some of the older ones giving the half-orc pitying looks.  
 
    It took all of her willpower not to break down then and there. 
 
    “Here. One left,” Dora said, sitting down next to Kari near their tent.  
 
    “You know, it’s bad manners to eat dessert before dinner,” the blindfolded slave pointed out. 
 
    Dora shrugged and began to feed her the stew, having caught on to her request. 
 
    “Hopefully your little jam pastry will restore my taste buds,” Kari groaned as the last of the food disappeared down her throat. 
 
    “It will. It’s made with my mother’s recipe,” Dora promised, holding out the bun. 
 
    Kari opened her mouth and bit into the treat hesitantly, but her expression soon turned serious as she chewed and swallowed the bite. 
 
    “The rest of it, please.” 
 
    Dora smiled and helped the shackled young woman eat the rest of the honey glazed jam bun. 
 
    It was only after Kari had greedily gulped down the delectable pastry that she took on an expression of concern. 
 
    “Dora, did you keep one for yourself?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I see. If only it hadn’t been so delicious then I could have saved you some for yourself.” 
 
    Dora waved off the slave’s concern. “It’s fine. I’ll be able to eat some later.” 
 
    The two lapsed into silence, neither sure what to say. Finally, it was Kari that spoke up first. 
 
    “I wish I could say it has been fun,” the merchant’s daughter said slowly. “But I don’t regret meeting you. Out of all the slavers I could have gone with, you are probably the nicest.” 
 
    “What’s this? No declarations of escape?” Dora asked jokingly. Kari shook her head in the negative. 
 
    “I’ve tried that already. Didn’t work.” 
 
    Dora’s jovial nature vanished instantly and she looked at the young woman in shock. The raven-haired woman rolled her eyes under the crimson cloth. 
 
    “Don’t act so surprised. The first few days I tried all sorts of things when you were asleep: breaking the manacles, slipping off the blindfold, snapping the collar, even just making a break for it. The time I attempted that I barely made two steps beyond your tent before your boss caught me.” 
 
    “He never said anything,” Dora said in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t know why, either. Seems like the kind of guy to yell at someone for the most minor of mistakes,” Kari claimed. “He treats you well, though.” 
 
    The half-orc snorted in amusement. “Uh-huh. I’ll admit he’s never physical with me, but that about as far as Scarrot’s care goes. Doesn’t hesitate to shout or belittle me, or point out any mistakes. Never calls me by my real name, either.” 
 
    “Out of curiosity, do you know what Ildora means?” Kari inquired. 
 
    “Dunno. I don’t speak orcish,” Dora said flatly. “Anyways, what about your other escape attempts?” 
 
    “That old man who bought me and brought me to you spared no effort in making sure the enchanted artifacts that currently bind me would stay on. Made a few tries to break free before he gave me to you. Ironclad spell work and design. Couldn’t do much. The only reason I even tried to escape under your care is because you never told me not to.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For a slaver, you’re really bad at it,” Kari said with a shake of her head. “You think these collars we wear are for fashion? No, the real reason is because each one is enchanted and cursed to bind us as slaves.” 
 
    “Even a cheap, basic slave binding collar has the feature to compel anyone who wears one to obey the person who owns the collar’s contract. When you buy a slave, you’re technically buying the collar, which comes with an enslaved being as an added bonus,” Kari said with a hint of dark humor in her voice. “Each slave’s contract contains the magical array which controls the collar, and thus, the slave themselves. As the current owner of the contract you could force me to do anything. And I’d have to obey.” 
 
    She nudged the bronze ring around her neck with her covered hands. “Some collars and contracts are better at it than others. The one I have is strong enough that it could force me to commit suicide, should you so choose. Nor can I actively hurt you, or try to bring you harm. At least it’s not one of those horrible brainwashing ones. The horror stories you hear about them…” 
 
    “You sure know a lot on this subject,” Dora said after a while, both horrified and, to her shame, intrigued. She had only known a bit of this information beforehand. “I’ve been in this line of work for two years and barely know anything about it.” 
 
    “My father… may have traded in more than just spices and such,” Kari revealed. “Yes, he worked with the Merchant-Prince, but he also did some shadier business with the Scam King on the side. Made him a few enemies. Any one of them could have been the one to sell me out.” 
 
    “Scam King?” 
 
    “Also known as the Golden Illusionist, he’s one of the major crime bosses in the Crawling Coast,” Kari explained. “Has a similar reputation up there as the Tower Lords of Annod Bol have down here.” 
 
    Dora nodded to herself thoughtfully. “I want to feel hurt and shocked that you’d try and go behind my back like this, but to be honest, I can’t blame you. But I do feel ashamed that even if the lives of the caravan’s crew weren’t on the line, I would still hand you over.” 
 
    “I understand completely,” Kari said softly. “This business does things to you. Even if I’d just started to delve into the darker aspects of my father’s company, I was already losing a lot of my empathy. Money talks, and you can’t let your emotions make any noise so you can listen to it.” 
 
    That depressing note was how the pair ended the evening. There wasn’t much else they could do, given that the sun had descended during their conversation. 
 
    As the two prepared for bed, tension hung thick in the air. And all of it, Dora knew, was because of the city in the distance. 
 
    . 
 
    The next morning the Yellowmoon Menagerie moved off towards Annod Bol under a cloud of tense silence. The slaves trembled in fear, the crew muttered amongst themselves. 
 
    Eventually the object of their mood came into full view, and Dora openly gaped in awe at the massive settlement. 
 
    “Behold Annod Bol, the City of Slaves,” Rindel murmured, his tone respectful but wary. 
 
    Dora didn’t bother to hide her shiver of unease as she took in the cyclopean towers that rose into the dull, lifeless sky.  
 
    The architecture was unusual and alien looking, unlike anything she had ever seen or heard of. The walls were smooth and seemed to be seamless, as if carved from a single gargantuan block of stone. They were stained grey by the dust and ash of the Cracked Land, but in places the original surface could be seen, revealing a terracotta-like material. 
 
    The result was the wall appeared to be spattered with massive spots of dried blood. It only added to the surreal, uneasy feel of the city.  
 
    Towering above the walls were the six most noticeable landmarks of the city; a sextet of tall, oblong pillars of an unknown, black substance. None of them were capped by anything, every single tower’s top was flat, as if a massive blade had sheared the tops off long ago. 
 
    Each tower was large enough to fit a town’s worth of people inside them, and giant, colorful banners decorated the exterior, proclaiming who owned each one.  
 
    Last, but not least, was the gate to the city itself. It was clearly a new addition, as it was made of local dark grey stone and had a more human sense of style to it as opposed to the monolithic and inhuman design of the towers and walls. The road that led to it was now of much better quality, and was choked with travelers coming in, or trying to leave.  
 
    . 
 
    Once the Menagerie made it into the flow of traffic, a loud murmuring filled the air. Some of the merchants looked surprised to see the emblem of the caravan. The yellow crescent moon had been gone from Annod Bol for many a year, now.  
 
    Rumors were no doubt circulating as to why they had returned. 
 
    “I didn’t know Holt and the boss were so well known,” Dora said, unnerved by the attention they were receiving. 
 
    “They may not look it, but each of them have their own fearsome reputations in the city. Not to mention the Menagerie is rather well-known for procuring all kinds of rare and dangerous monsters. If anything, it’s the fact we only have a single animal with us that is making people talk,” Rindel said. 
 
    Glancing away from the sea of people around her, the half-orc’s gaze caught on something up ahead. Above the gateway someone had long ago carved sloppy words into the arch’s keystone. In mangled Elder Tongue, the phrase “Lira em ar sut gilder” had been emblazoned as the city’s unofficial motto.  
 
    “Life is the only currency,” Dora translated under her breath.  
 
    “Terrifying, is it not?” Rindel said with a forced chuckle. “Get ready, because we are about to enter the most reviled city in the world.” 
 
    Under the arch they went, Kari shivering as the shadow of the gate passed over her. Dora remained staring ahead, taking in the sights of the city. 
 
    Her first thought was one that seemed impossible. ‘Clean.’ If any word could describe the interior of Annod Bol, it was that.  
 
    As strange as some of the buildings were, all of them were clean. Only the thinnest trace of dust could be seen anywhere, and the dirt that was tracked in by the wagons, horses, and people seemed out of place. 
 
    “It takes a legion of slaves to keep this place clean,” Rindel confided to the two women. “Every night they work to sweep and mop and scrub the entrance and the districts around the towers themselves. With so many slaves and people here at once, hygiene is of the utmost importance.” 
 
    “That sounds like an effort in futility,” Kari muttered. Dora could only nod in agreement. The gnome simply shrugged. 
 
    The Yellowmoon Menagerie pushed on, moving through the wide boulevard towards the towers in the center of the city. Shops of all kinds littered their way, displaying all manner of goods.  
 
    Exotic foodstuffs and elegant clothes and bolts of fabric were shown alongside masterwork weapons and armor, and jewelry glittered next to artwork.  
 
    And the closer to the six towers the group got, the more the stores’ wares were dedicated to slaves and their upkeep.  
 
    Dora saw a shop that provided medical checkups, another that offered education courses for slaves to learn assorted skills like reading, writing, and arithmetic, and one that made her jaw drop as she glanced from it to Rindel in disbelief.  
 
    “Ah, yes, that one.” Rindel coughed into his hand. “Well, you know that Bloodline Traits are highly valued, correct? Well, sometimes a person wants to make an investment and try to preserve a specific one. Or maybe someone wants a slave that is smarter, stronger, or more beautiful than is currently available. The Tree of Blood is a store that caters to ‘slave husbandry.’” 
 
    “Do you think I’ll end up in there?” Kari whispered in fear, the young woman biting her lower lip hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    Rindel said nothing, his silence all the more damning for the fact that he would not put something like that past Dominick Krave.  
 
    Dora then quickly healed the dark-haired beauty’s mouth. It was sloppy, as horseback healing tended to be, but it got the job done. The half-orc couldn’t risk Kari arriving at the client damaged in any way. 
 
    The Healer then brought up something that had been bugging her. 
 
    “The slaves look different in this part of the city. I mean, all of the ones I’ve seen so far on display looked healthy, but some of them are dressed up and even look happy.” 
 
    “Annod Bol is the number one city to go to buy slaves,” a new voice spoke out, alerting Dora to the arrival of Reesh at their side. “And the only one, if you want to get technical, since slavery was outlawed elsewhere in Orria and Par-Orria.” 
 
    “Many of the people you see here are in fact nobles and important figures in their homelands who want cheap labor. They’re rich, powerful, and willing to break rules to be here. And you know what slaves are, in the end? Merchandise. And no one wants to buy dirty or broken goods. So, what did the ingenious slave lords of Annod Bol come up with? This.” 
 
    Reesh waved his arms to encompass the slaves on display from behind windows or in elevated cages. Men flexed, women flirted. It was not what someone would expect if they thought about a slave market. His tone was bitter as he continued to talk. 
 
    “Doll them up and show off the ones who are easy on the eyes. Keep them healthy and the city clean to attract visitors. Offer buyers a chance to ‘sample’ the goods before purchase. A slave who weeps and is covered in filth won’t even be given a second look. An important part of business is appearances, after all.” 
 
    The lanky man looked over everything with disgust.  “I truly hate this place. If I never see it again after we leave it would be too soon.” 
 
    “Chin up, Reesh. We’ll only be here for a short while,” Dora assured him. He grunted noncommittally. 
 
    “Look sharp!” Scarrot bellowed. “We’re approaching the towers! Reesh, get back in line! Same to you, Ildora! Take your place next to the golden mole’s cage!” 
 
    The two riders hastily steered their steeds into the marching line the caravan had slowly morphed into during the procession towards the sextet of soaring black monolithic structures. 
 
    Ahead of them a vast plaza opened up, nestled in the shadows of the six towers which stood around in a circle. It was full of carts and stalls with a variety of goods not unlike what the shops in the boulevard had possessed. But these were clearly temporary set-ups, and the merchants were universally peddlers and those who traveled the Dreadlands in meandering, nomad-like caravans. Not unlike the Yellowmoon Menagerie, in all honesty. 
 
    Dominating the center of the plaza equidistant from the six black towers was a large bronze statue of a humanoid figure. At first glance Dora thought it was of a mummy or someone bound in bandages from head to foot. On closer inspection though the statue depicted a being wrapped in chains. 
 
    Scarrot led the caravan right up to the statue and dismounted. He drew his two whips from his side and held them out in front of him as if in offering. Off to the side, Dora noticed several other people doing similar rites, holding out chains, ropes, and even slave collars towards the statue as well as whips and nets. 
 
    “Greetings and honor to the great Chained One. Hail Naliot, the Enslaver. Hail Naliot, the Trapper of Souls. Hail Naliot, who guides my whip and binds my foes. In your name, I strive,” the peg legged orc intoned, and before Dora’s eyes the two weapons lit up with a greasy black light.  
 
    A sensation not unlike being doused in cold viscous oil overtook the half-orc, and she felt something staring at her, peering deep into her very soul and prodding at her existence with curious intent.  
 
    It all faded as soon as the scarred orc’s weapons stopped glowing, though, and Dora let out a gasp she hadn’t even known she’d been holding in. 
 
    “Your blessing is received. Praises upon the chains you wield,” Scarrot said in thanks, getting back onto his horse. 
 
    The young green skinned Healer shook herself in an effort to regain her bearings. She ignored the concerned looks of Reesh and Uldo who were nearby, but did relax slightly as Kari patted her arms comfortingly. 
 
    The prayers done, the newly arrived group ignored the rest of the plaza and its wonders and headed straight for the West Tower. The flags hanging from it were all emblazoned with the image of a purple claw clutching a gem.  
 
    As they approached the number of people thinned significantly, and the only buildings in the shade of the looming pillar were warehouses, barracks, and stables. Men armed with spears and truncheons patrolled the area, giving Scarrot and the crew wary looks, but a few nodded respectfully as the orc passed. One grizzled looking veteran even snapped a salute before moving off elsewhere. 
 
    A thin smile did manage to cross Dora’s lips as she spotted a familiar goateed man standing in front of the large doors of the tower. He strode forward with a grin, creating distance between him and the tower with unabashed glee. 
 
    “Ah, you’re here at last,” Holt said with a relieved sigh and a smile.  
 
    “Has Krave been giving you any problems?” Scarrot asked worriedly as he rode up to the human. 
 
    “No, but it has been hard being around that ego for so long,” Holt joked lightly. He quickly sobered as he took in Kari’s appearance and spotted the tiny fleck of red on her lips. 
 
    “Clean her up quick, Dora. We’re bringing her straight to him now,” the caravan’s trap master and bookkeeper declared. “And Uldo, grab the golden mole’s cage. Might as well show that off to him at the same time.”  
 
    The bald giant of a man nodded before he dismounted from his large warhorse and lifted the medium sized container with both arms and hardly a bead of sweat to be seen for the effort.  
 
    Dora slipped off Starspot and helped Kari down, gently wiping her mouth with the back of her sleeve. Scarrot dismounted as well, surprisingly graceful despite the lack of a leg. 
 
    “Lord Krave has given us permission to bunker down at Barrack Five. Rindel, can you take the caravan over there and set us up?” 
 
    The gnome nodded silently as well, before leading the wagons and crew members over to the building they’d be in. A few nearby guards drifted over to escort the group. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Scarrot rumbled and Holt nodded, leading the way towards the tower.  
 
    A number of guards stood around in front of the entrance, clad in plate mail armor and clutching sharp swords. Interestingly, each of the armored guards had a length of chain wrapped around their left arm. As their group approached two of the men opened the double doors. 
 
    Dora didn’t get a good look at the knight-like figures as she was escorted into the foyer, but her attention was soon gripped by the wealth being displayed inside. 
 
    It was like Reed’s manor in Creidor, but cranked up to eleven and with even more gaudy and flashy pieces of art and wealth. 
 
    Dozens of people were moving around inside as well, men and women alike, some dressed as servants, others as guards or merchants. Many of the serving staff had slave collars around their necks, as did a few of the guards. 
 
    One of the finer dressed slaves approached them and bowed in greeting.  
 
    “Welcome. Lord Krave awaits you in his study. Please, follow me.” 
 
    He led them to a door made of the same black material as the outside of the tower which slid open as they approached. The interior was an empty room with a lever to the side and a quartet of slaves in mage’s robes standing in the corners of the room.  
 
    “What is this?” Dora asked as they stepped inside. The door slid shut as soon as the last of the group, Uldo, entered. The butler turned to address the half-orc with a sniff. 
 
    “Each tower is impossibly tall, and walking from the group floor to the upper levels where Lord Krave resides would take hours. However, we do not need to walk thanks to these unique rooms. Powered by magic, they can move up or down the tower in seconds.” 
 
    “Amazing.” 
 
    The servant tuned out the young green Healer and grabbed the lever. He pulled it, and the four mages grunted in discomfort as their collars lit up and runes flashed to life, their magical energy fueling the arcane mechanisms of the tower. 
 
    Dora couldn’t feel any motion, but a glowing, holographic rune above the door flickered and changed every so often. When the rune shifted into a certain symbol the butler released the device and tapped another rune nearby on the wall. In response the black door slid open, revealing a completely new location. 
 
    It was a long and wide hallway with a purple carpet that ended in front of a very large door made of wood. There were a few vases and statues lining the corridor, each one probably worth a fortune. 
 
    “This way.” The household servant moved with purpose through the long hall towards the door, rapping on the surface. 
 
    A muffled cry of “Enter!” called out, and the butler pushed the door open, admitting the motley group. 
 
    Dora looked around discreetly, taking everything in. Like the few other places she had seen, the ceiling was rather high, reaching up at least thirty or so feet. Bookshelves lined with tomes and knick-knacks covered the walls to the left and right of the door. A desk sat against the far wall, which was somehow transparent. The half-orc could swear that she hadn’t seen any bay windows like it on the outside, so it wasn’t glass. Probably some more weird magic left over from the original builders.  
 
    In the middle of the room, sitting beneath an elegant crystal chandelier that shone with ethereal white light was a sextet of padded chairs set around a coffee table. The way the chairs had been laid out was reminiscent of how the towers themselves were placed around the plaza.  
 
    Two of the chairs were currently occupied, both occupants looking up from a tea set to observe the newcomers. One of them was a young redhead, probably no older than Reesh, who was around twenty-five, yet he was significantly fatter. He was dressed in rich purple robes with a white fur fringe and gold and silver rings on his fingers that glinted in the magical light of the chandelier. 
 
    The other man who sat opposite the portly noble was likely the oldest man in the room. Though not as aged as the mayor of Creidor, his hair was grey, but the walking stick that leaned against his chair was more for appearances than actual assistance. His clothes were dark green in color, but more like a suit than robes. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Holt and Scarrot exchanged looks of confusion when they noticed the grey-haired individual. 
 
     “Holt, you have returned! Most excellent! And what a pleasure it is to see you again, Scar. How long has it been? Four years?” the rotund purple-clad man exclaimed, interrupting their musings and drawing attention to himself once more. 
 
    “Five, Lord Krave,” the orc said with a deep bow. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Not since my dear father’s funeral. Work must certainly have kept you busy.” The purple swathed man rose ponderously from his seat and strode forward, eyes locked onto the blindfolded woman at Dora’s side. 
 
    “Reed always does fine work. I had honestly been expecting two slaves with the Bloodline Traits I needed, but he went above and beyond and managed to find such an exceptional specimen,” Dominick Krave smarmed, leering at Kari who flinched under the force of his gaze. He turned to Dora. 
 
    “Show me her eyes.” 
 
    Dora nodded and carefully worked the band of crimson cloth away. Once it was off, the slave opened her eyes hesitantly and looked at the man who had bought her. 
 
    Krave seemed pleased with her, looking openly at her figure before walking to one of the bookshelves. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked Kari, holding up a red figurine. 
 
    “An idol of Naliot, carved from beryl by Rosher of Annod Bol, worth two gold and four silver,” Kari said after just a single glance. 
 
    “And this?” Krave held up a book this time. 
 
    “A forged copy of Rites and Rituals, Ninth Edition, worth only six copper,” Kari replied. “The forger was right handed, when everyone knows that the original author, Arnolt Cantos of Manatrem, is left handed.” 
 
    “Very good!” the pudgy lord exclaimed happily, passing the objects over to his butler who took them away. “With just a look she intimately knows the identity of an object. We can test her second Trait later. For now, hand over the other items.” 
 
    Scarrot nodded stiffly before handing over the gilded treasure box and a key to the golden mole’s cage. Krave smiled wickedly, removing a tiny key of his own and inserting it into the lock of the masterwork lockbox. 
 
    It opened easily, and when Krave lifted the lid white light shone out of it illuminating his face. His smile only grew wider, and he closed the container with a snap. 
 
    “Most excellent, Scar. Most excellent indeed. And as for the animal, I have to say it is a lovely specimen. Such luxurious fur. It’ll make a wonderful coat once I’m done with it.” 
 
    The large burrower cowered in fear at the back of the cage from the lord’s tone, and Dora clenched her fists to control her emotions. 
 
    She was glad she had done so as the fat slaver turned to her next, scrutinizing with an unpleasant glint in his eyes. 
 
    “Hmm, not bad, Scar. I didn’t know you liked them young. Or perhaps, is she Holt’s?” 
 
    “She is our Healer,” Holt hastily said as Scarrot twitched slightly. 
 
    “Indeed? No wonder you haven’t visited for a while, you have a portable medic in your caravan and no need for our paltry doctors,” Krave said with a smirk. He then held out his hand. Dora stared blankly at it. 
 
    “The contract scroll, girl. Are you slow or something?” the lord of the West Tower snapped, and Dora fumbled for the roll of parchment Reed had given her over a week ago.  
 
    It was snatched from her hands and Krave peered at it, checking the contents before giving a satisfied nod. 
 
    “Everything is in order,” he declared, turning to Scarrot and Holt. “I will have your payment brought to you by the time you leave, and will inform my agents to send Reed’s cut on its way by morning.” 
 
    “My thanks, Lord Krave,” Holt said with a bow. “But I must say, it is a surprising honor to be in the presence of two Tower Lords.” 
 
    “As it should be,” Krave stated pompously. “Lord Tiegan and I are going into a business venture together. It promises to be the most lucrative one in the history of Annod Bol!” 
 
    “Indeed, Lord Krave,” the green suited man said. “For the first time in generations, the towers of East and West work together for the good of the city. And the items you have brought will allow that to happen.” 
 
    “It has been an honor to serve,” Holt said with a bow, the rest of them bowing as well.  
 
    Krave dismissed them with a wave of his hand, and the crew marched out of the study. Shoulders squared and back straight, Dora walked away without daring to look behind at Kari as she left. 
 
    Before they arrived at the mysterious up-and-down room, Uldo left the golden mole’s cage with a few servants who were waiting. They strained under the weight for a moment but got it under control.  
 
    The golden furred creature snuffled sadly as the half-orc Healer stepped away into the moving room, but Dora took a deep breath to steel her nerves. Two souls abandoned in less than an hour. She wasn’t sure her heart would take any more abuse. 
 
    “Keep a stiff upper lip, Dora. We’ll be gone soon enough and we can put this whole ordeal behind us,” Holt whispered to her as the black door slid closed. 
 
    “Don’t tempt fate like that, Holt,” Scarrot grumbled. “As for you, Ildora…”  
 
    The one-legged orc trailed off, unable to voice his thoughts. In the end, he just clapped her on the shoulder, his touch lingering for a moment. Uldo patted her on the head in brotherly affection, causing Dora to smile weakly at the trio. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m glad to be part of this family,” she mumbled while looking down at her feet before glancing up at Holt with a smile.  
 
    “Especially you, Holt. I sometimes think of you as the father I never had.” 
 
    A round of choking and strangled gasps came from the two older men as Uldo threw his head back and roared with laughter. The servant operating the lever and the four mages looked at the group in surprise even as Dora folded her arms in annoyance. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “It’s nothing, Dora. They’re just incapable of seeing themselves as parents,” Uldo said, giving the half-orc another pat on the head, though he mussed up her hair slightly in the process earning himself a swat on the arm. 
 
    “So, I suppose that makes me the brother, then?” 
 
    “Sure, why not,” Dora said with a shrug. “I could do worse for a sibling. Like Reesh.” 
 
    “Yes, he makes a good friend or cousin, but a terrible brother. And Rindel can be the fun uncle.” 
 
    “Yeah! And Reed can be the grandpa who spoils his grandchildren rotten!” 
 
    Scarrot snorted, desperately holding back chuckles at the thought of the old, seemingly harmless crime lord being a doting grandparent. Holt had no such reservations and simply burst out laughing. 
 
    Even as the household staff of Lord Krave looked at the group as if they were crazy, as they exited the mobile room Dora’s smile was a genuine one for the first time in a long while. After all the stress of the past few days, it was all melting away. She could finally focus on the future. 
 
    Still, the Healer made a mental note to offer up a prayer to Cynthia for Kari and the great big golden furred mole’s safety and well-being. It had been a long time since she had prayed. But this was for someone other than herself. She could do that much, at least. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: From below plots are made 
 
      
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    “Yes, my mint leaf?” 
 
    “Who was my daddy?” 
 
    Irene paused in her cooking and looked over at her daughter. The young half-orc girl returned her mother’s look with an expectant stare. 
 
    The staring contest went on for a moment, but then the Healer gave in with a sigh and carefully removed the pot from the fire somewhat so it wouldn’t boil over during the talk. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” She asked softly, beckoning her daughter to her side. 
 
    “Because all the other kids have daddies,” Dora pointed out.  
 
    The young Healer picked her up and walked over to a stuffed armchair in the sitting area. With Dora resting on her knee, Irene began to stroke her hair as she talked. 
 
    “Your father… was an interesting man. He was a merchant from the Dreadlands.” 
 
    “Really?” Dora asked, wide eyed. Irene chuckled lightly at her expression. 
 
    “Really really. It was during the first few weeks I was in Far Reach after being transferred that I met him. Quite a few merchants and traders come through this area since it’s fairly close to Saluda and the Cracked Land, so it makes sense to find supplies here.”  
 
    “I was browsing the market one day when I found him trying to haggle for some rope and tent canvas. The argument was getting rather heated, so I took a deep breath and stepped in to try and defuse the situation. Afterwards, he thanked me for my help, and offered to repay me if I ever needed anything.” 
 
    Irene sighed dreamily. “He was the first orc I had ever seen, did you know that? With Partaevia being so closed minded we don’t get a lot of travelers from other races. And I was instantly intrigued. He looked so intimidating, so strong, so… exotic…” 
 
    “Mama!” Dora cried, covering her ears with a look of disgust on her face. Love was icky! Bleh! 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Irene laughed, tousling her hair playfully. Dora pouted up at her mother in childish annoyance. 
 
    “Where was I? Oh yes, meeting your father.” She gave a hum as she organized her thoughts. “We continued to run into each other over the rest of the week his caravan was in town, before he had to leave. They were just starting out that year, and had very little capital. I helped them buy some of the goods they needed due to the prejudice that surrounds orcs.” 
 
    “It was several months before they returned, and I hadn’t thought much of him until I saw him again. At that point, I felt relieved to see him. Traveling is not easy, especially not through the Dreadlands. He was safe, and he was happy to see me again. They’d picked up a boy who had run away from some slavers, and he had a nasty wound on him. Your father got on his hands and knees and begged me to heal the child.” 
 
    “It was a terrible wound. Long whip marks had all but stripped the flesh from his back, and some sick, demented person had branded the mark of a dark entity onto the stomach.” Her face was pinched in disgust, before she shook her head and focused on better thoughts. 
 
    Irene’s smile turned beatific as she relived another memory. “The boy was someone he had no connection to, no obligations to save or heal, yet there he was, prostrating himself for his sake. I was touched. And in that moment, I felt something. A connection. Even if he was an orc, someone Partaevia vilifies, he had a kind soul.” 
 
    “What about me?” Dora asked, peering up at her mother. 
 
    “You were a blessing in my life,” the Healer assured, cradling the young half-orc closer to her.  
 
    “For two years your father and I would meet, on and off. Whenever he was in town we spent our time together. Relaxing, cooking, reading, sleeping … *ahem!* One thing led to another, and then you came along.” 
 
    “The stork, right?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Irene said, covering up the stammer in her reply. “It came… earlier than we’d planned, but you were so cute and adorable, the precious little light in our lives, we didn’t mind at all. You were our precious, perfect mint leaf.” 
 
    “Why didn’t daddy stay?” Dora asked, sorrow tinging her voice. “If he loved me, why didn’t he stay?” 
 
    “It was a difference in opinions,” the blonde woman said, a hint of anger flowing into her voice. “He had done some things I wasn’t proud of, and he was afraid we might get into trouble because of it. He wanted us to leave with him. I refused.” 
 
    “Is that why you were shouting that one night?” 
 
    “What?” Irene gasped, looking down at her daughter. Dora fidgeted under the questioning stare. 
 
    “I-I remember waking up one night when I heard you shouting at someone. They shouted back with a loud voice. I couldn’t hear very well so I crept over to the door, but that didn’t help much and I wasn’t able to see who you were talking to, either. When I got there, you slammed the front door and began to cry.” 
 
    “You remember that?” her mother whispered softly. When Dora nodded, she hugged her tighter. “Do you remember anything else?” 
 
    “That’s the earliest memory I have,” Dora mumbled. “I don’t remember daddy at all.” 
 
    “Oh sweetie,” Irene crooned, stroking her daughter’s hair. “I’m impressed you even remember that at all. You were barely three years old at that point.” 
 
    “I’m six, I’m a big girl!” Dora responded. “I should remember more! I want to remember more! He’s my daddy!” 
 
    She hiccupped, tears clouding her eyes. “I want my daddy!” 
 
    “I know you do, Dora. I miss him too,” Irene said sadly and let her daughter cry herself to sleep. 
 
    . 
 
    “Argh!” 
 
    “Careful with the door, there, Dora,” Reesh called out, holding back a laugh.  
 
    Dora grumbled as she stumbled around the door she had walked into. Her eyes were heavy with sleep, but dreams had woken her far too early for her liking. That was her excuse for why she’d bumped into the door. 
 
    “I’d forgotten I was sleeping in an actual room,” Dora retorted, glaring at the wretched creature known as a ‘Morning Person.’ “And, thus, forgot that tent flaps are not the same as sturdy planks of wood, and don’t give way as easily.”  
 
    She walked out of her room, one hand holding her stomach where the doorknob had struck her, the other viciously gripping said offensive item as she flung the door open. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s weird sleeping in a room with four solid walls after so long in a tent,” Reesh agreed. “I keep expecting to see the walls flap and bend whenever there’s a breeze.” 
 
    “Is breakfast ready?” she questioned as the pair walked through the stone barracks. It was a decent enough place to hunker down for a night or two. Stark and bare, but it was cozy. For her, at least. As the only female among the crew she had commandeered an entire room for herself, while everyone else, bar Scarrot and Holt, had to bunk up with one another. 
 
    Reesh shrugged in response. “Dunno. I was making my way to the mess hall myself when I saw you greet the door.” 
 
    “Do you always wake up this early?” she inquired, glancing at the taller man. 
 
    He gave a helpless shrug. “Yeah. I don’t sleep well. Too many… thoughts. Nightmares. Memories.” 
 
    “Were you a slave?” Dora asked, voice little more than a whisper. Reesh stopped. 
 
    “Yes.” The handyman of the Yellowmoon Menagerie walked stiffly over to a window and stared out of it. He then pointed up at the towers that loomed overhead like dark, accusing fingers pointing at the heavens. 
 
    “Those black spires are the oldest memory I have,” Reesh said. “I was born to a slave, and thus was one myself. I spent my early childhood doing all manner of odd jobs that my owner wanted. I don’t particularly recall who he was, but he worked for one of the Tower Lords.” 
 
    The thin man had a dark look cross his face. “And then I was selected for a ritual. Apparently, I had been born for the sole purpose of being a sacrifice.” 
 
    Dora gasped and Reesh nodded.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware Naliot condoned live sacrifices,” Dora said meekly. To that, Reesh snorted in amusement.  
 
    “He doesn’t. He’s the god of slavery and imprisonment. A life in bondage is the worst he demands of sinners. No, what I was made for, bred for, was sacrifice to something worse.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Reesh spat, turning away and stalking off down the halls. “Just know that for every angel that exists, so, too, does a demon.” 
 
    Dora went pale as she processed his words, and ran after him. 
 
    But he refused to speak any more after that, remaining tight lipped throughout the morning.  
 
    “Just give him time, Dora. He’s hurting more than you realize being in Annod Bol,” Rindel said with a comforting pat to the half-orc’s leg.  
 
    “I just can’t fathom it, is all,” Dora admitted. “I grew up with far more privileges and comforts than most of the other crew, and can’t really comprehend all the fear and hate this city brings out.” 
 
    “Annod Bol is seen by many of the Cracked Land as a piece of the Hells made manifest on Erafore because of all the slavery and illegal trading and actions that go on within it. There are no rights and no laws, save those given by the overlords who sit in those black towers. Every one of us, even you and me, lives by their graces,” Rindel said sourly.  
 
    “They could, at any moment, burst in here and arrest us all for some crime without any evidence other than the word of a rich, influential person. Or, one of us could be kidnapped off the streets and made into a slave on the spot. Again, with no real defenses or regulations against this. As such, order is only maintained through force and fear.” 
 
     Rindel plopped down across from Dora at the breakfast table and stabbed at his mashed something-or-other with a vengeful fork.  
 
    “Scarrot bends the knee to Dominick Krave not because he likes him, but because he has no other choice if he wants to live and prosper in the Dreadlands. To protect himself, the crew, and the caravan, he’ll even lick that bastard’s boots. And in return, we are safe. No one touches anything that belongs to one of the Tower Lords lest he or she faces their wrath.” 
 
    The pair sunk into silence which was soon interrupted by Holt stomping into the mess hall. He looked around fervently while ignoring the looks his men were giving him before striding over to the gnome and half-orc. 
 
    “Dora, I need you to come with me.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    The Healer rose uncertainly, worried by the look in Holt’s eyes. She followed behind him as he stormed out of the room and down the halls to the exit of the barracks. 
 
    Standing outside was a livid Scarrot who was staring down two men in plate armor with the purple emblem of Lord Krave on their breastplates.  
 
    “Are you the Healer?” one of the armored men demanded as he spotted the half-orc approaching. 
 
    “I am,” she said, straightening her back and hiding her apprehension behind her empty mask. 
 
    “Lord Krave wants you to accompany him outside the walls as that Bloodline girl’s handler,” the guard explained. He shot the one-legged orc a sharp look. “And no, it is not a request.” 
 
    “Outside the city?” she asked, confused.  
 
    “If he wants to explain more to you, he will. Our orders are just to bring you to that prissy bitch of his. She won’t do anything without you there.” 
 
    “I see. Please, lead on,” Dora said. The half-orc was secretly grateful she had mastered dressing herself even while half asleep. And yet she couldn’t open doors. That’d get a laugh from the crew later, she was certain. 
 
    “Hold on! Ildora is my worker! I have not given her permission to…!” 
 
    “Boss!” Dora said sharply. “It’s fine. I’ll be fine. I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    Scarrot gritted his teeth and stormed away, leaving Holt to bow his head in apology to the two guards.  
 
    No more time was wasted and Dora was whisked off back to the West Tower. All around her were guards and other rough and strong looking men, many of which were preparing wagons piled high with equipment. Mining goods, by the looks of it. 
 
    She started to regret not packing her crossbow, or even a knife. Hells, even those urns from Reed full of alchemical oil would be nice to have on hand. A few of the men were leering at her and undressing her with their eyes. 
 
    Their gazes quickly averted when they saw her approach an extravagant black and purple carriage bearing Lord Krave’s mark, and Dora muttered thanks for minor mercies under her breath.  
 
    The door to the carriage was opened as she grew nearer, and inside the Healer spotted Kari as well as the pudgy Lord of the West Tower sitting across from each other. 
 
    “Ah, so glad to see you came quickly when called,” Krave said as he nodded in approval like she was a pet who’d pleased him with a trick. “I approve of punctuality. Please, come inside. I wish to get going sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Krave,” Dora muttered, getting into the vehicle. A few moments later it set off, and she took a moment to examine Kari.  
 
    The raven-haired woman was no longer clad in shoddy clothes; instead, she wore a long purple dress that hugged her body and showed off her curves. A red shawl was around her neck, obscuring a portion of Kari’s cleavage, but there was enough peeking out to tantalize.  
 
    Dora felt a flash of petty jealousy towards the outfit. It was beautiful, but would never work with her own skin tone or appearance.  
 
    Of course, a discreet Detect Magic showed that the dress was covered in magic to control the wearer’s every movement. It was alluring, but a prison nonetheless. 
 
    Kari no longer wore the blindfold but kept her eyes shut all the same. Her hands were still bound, however. 
 
    She was sitting stiffly, and Dora quickly cast a spell to check on her. After finding nothing wrong, she wondered why Kari had specifically asked for her. She could ask later, though. For the moment, she thought it would be best to address her boss’s boss about what was going on. 
 
    “May I ask where we are headed?” Dora asked hesitantly. To her relief the rotund man seemed fine with the question. 
 
    “We are headed to an excavation site just a mile or so north-west of Annod Bol. You see, I was clearing some of the land over there for cultivation when my men stumbled across some very interesting archeological finds. I need Lady Kari to use her Bloodline Traits to identify and control them.” 
 
    “Control them? Does that mean you’ve unearthed Golems of some sort?” Kari inquired, looking intrigued in spite of herself. 
 
    “Something like that,” Krave said mysteriously. He smirked when Kari frowned in annoyance.  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise, my dears. If you want to know, you’ll have to wait. After all, it will change everything.” 
 
    Dora and Kari settled in to wait. At first, they were worried about having to converse with Krave or entertain him in some way, but the obese lord seemed content to look out of the carriage’s window and observe the city.  
 
    At first the half-orc thought it was because he liked the view. But when she looked out as well and saw people on the roads all but throw themselves out of the carriage’s way or kowtow in naked terror as one of their overlords passed by, and then glanced over and saw the sick grin on Krave’s face, Dora knew why the view pleased him so much. 
 
    The crowds, which had only a day earlier so impeded Dora’s movement through Annod Bol, parted easily before the carriage. After only a couple of minutes they and the accompanying wagons and escorts passed the gate and made their way into the burgeoning green of the fields beyond. 
 
    Once more Dora worried that this stretch of land might cause Krave’s attention to fall on them, but again he ignored them in favor of observing the territories they passed through. This time a greedy expression dominated his face. No doubt dreaming of the wealth he envisioned would come from whatever it was he had unearthed. 
 
    The ride through the dry and dusty landscape only took ten minutes, but it felt so much longer to the pair of female occupants. Kari had been shifting uneasily throughout, with Dora’s nerves on the fray being so close to a man with the kind of power Krave possessed. 
 
    An unusual amount of dust and activity caught the half-orc’s attention during the ride, and what appeared to be a deep pit swarming with workers. Some laborers wielded pickaxes and shovels and others swarmed over wooden scaffolds, checking and repairing them. 
 
    Eventually they came to a halt near that bustling spot. As Krave emerged from the carriage overseers in the dig site called for the assorted slaves to cease their work and abase themselves before their master. 
 
    Stepping out, Dora watched in shameful awe as hundreds of men and women fell to their knees and bowed their heads toward the Lord of the West Tower. Forced to by their collars or not, it was still an impressive sight and show of the authority Krave commanded.  
 
    “It is an honor to greet you, Lord Krave,” one of the overseers profusely exclaimed. 
 
    “Quite. Come, lead me and my companions to the site. I wish to show them what I have managed to claim.” 
 
    “You mean what we have managed to claim,” another voice called out, and Krave’s expression darkened before he slapped a false smile onto his face. 
 
    “Naturally, Lord Tiegan. I merely was trying to impress upon my assets that they are working for something far greater than they. And it was my wealth that obtained what was needed,” Krave replied.  
 
    The elderly green -gentleman from yesterday strode forward, his own retinue forming up behind him. Tension filled the early morning as the two Lords confronted each other. 
 
    “True, true, yet whose knowledge was it that allowed you to find what would be needed? And whose contacts beyond the Dreadlands managed to locate what was required?” 
 
    The standoff would likely have continued for a while had Kari not coughed demurely to get their attention.  
 
    “We are in this together, Lord Krave. Let us show a united front when in public,” Tiegan suggested and the obese lord nodded, albeit reluctantly. The two moved off towards the interior of the dig site neck in neck, neither willing to give the other even a single footstep ahead, leaving Dora and Kari to bring up the rear. 
 
    “Are you alright, Kari? You look pale,” the Healer mentioned as she fussed over the dark-haired woman.  
 
    “It’s my monthly issue,” Kari explained in a low voice so none of the men would overhear. “It started up earlier in the morning and I refused to be around that pig while it was going on. So, I demanded that you accompany me around for now. At least with someone I trust nearby I can endure it for now.” 
 
    “Got it,” Dora said with a sympathetic nod. “I can’t really do anything for that problem aside from a soothing spell or two. Maybe a quick casting of the Calm spell. It’ll only make it more bearable, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Such a shame,” Kari muttered in reluctance. “What is it you Healers say? Magic can’t solve everything?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Dora admitted. They picked up the pace to catch up with the pair of slave owning lords and were soon gawking at the archeological site.  
 
    Kari had opened her eyes to avoid any missteps while she walked, and was mumbling to herself as she stared at the handful of ancient artifacts excavated so far. None of them were that impressive, mostly shards of masonry and a few weathered household items.  
 
    But what was eye catching was their size. Even the basic tools removed from the earth were several feet long. Clearly, this had belonged to the giant’s themselves, or some other enormous race. 
 
    “What can you see?” Dora whispered to Kari as she looked at the artifacts, her eyes glittering with magic. 
 
    “Not much. They’re either too old or too broken for me to observe properly. What I can see is that they were all uniformly made, as if manufactured on an industrial level.” 
 
    The half-orc bobbed her head. “How about who owned them?” 
 
    “I think I can see something like that, but it’s blurred and I can’t really tell. But if the makers are who I think they are, then whatever artifact that’s got them in a tizzy is going to be bad news.” The merchant’s daughter bit her lip and refused to say anything more.  
 
    By now the group from Annod Bol had entered the excavation zone and was descending into the pit via ramps of packed earth and a few wooden platforms.  
 
    Peering down, the bottom of the pit was covered in a tile mosaic of sorts, and looked to be part of a floor. Much of it was still buried by soil and stone, but a trapdoor had been uncovered, and led even deeper into the submerged ruins. 
 
    “Hurry up, if you would? I have lunch with an important customer and would hate to keep him waiting,” Krave called back to the two women. 
 
    Dora and Kari hastily rejoined the two Tower Lords and accompanied the group into the surprisingly intact remains of the building. 
 
    Lamps had been brought in and lit along the interior of the trapdoor, which led to a long corridor. There was a faint luminous glow coming from the end of the corridor which drew their attention. The path was crumbled and pitted in some places, but still traversable. Elegant patterns had been carved into the walls, as well as pictograms and other images that were mostly unintelligible beneath the grime and dust of eons. 
 
    A squelching sound shook Dora out of her inspection of the corridor, and peering ahead, she saw a small, round, gelatinous blob of light blue slime with a darker colored spherical core inching along the floor towards them. 
 
    Krave wrinkled his nose in disgust and stomped forward, bringing his boot down on the Ooze and crushing it in a swift action. 
 
    Dora winced as the Ooze perished with a wet, meaty pop and a squeal, its remains already starting to melt away into raw magical essence. 
 
    “Urgh, these wretched creatures have been spawning non-stop since we uncovered this place,” Krave complained as one of his escorts wiped the sludge off of his footwear.  
 
    “Indeed, they’ve impeded us a few times, what with them sneaking into the supplies and eating everything in sight,” Tiegan agreed. “Not just food, either. Rope, the wood, even some of the rusted and worn metal pieces. I’ll be glad once the artifact is removed and we can leave this place and the Oozes behind.” 
 
    “Oozes would only spawn in such numbers if there was an extraordinary amount of Ambient Mana, or an exceptionally dense quantity of wards and magical energy hanging around,” Kari spoke up. “What in the Hells did you find down here?” 
 
    “Why don’t you see for yourself, miss?” Tiegan offered with a leer, waving her forward. Without a pause, the tall beauty did so, striding down the hallway with Dora in tow a step or two behind her. 
 
    Kari’s frown, which had been perpetual since Dora had met her in the morning, only grew deeper, and a thin hint of fear danced through her eyes as she stared ahead. The raven-haired woman froze mid step as she exited the long passageway and stared in shock up at the object dominating the center of the room. Dora wasn’t far behind. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Dora gasped, staring at the chamber they’d entered. 
 
    Before them lay a gargantuan mirrored orb. It was easily ten times her height and perfectly smooth, not a blemish or stain to be seen. She could see her face in the surface, but distorted and warped. As she gazed into the mirror-like material, she saw a vast field of silver lilies sprout beneath her feet, and a bulbous golden moon shining down upon it. 
 
    Dora tore her gaze away from the image and clenched her eyes shut, panting for breath as if she’d just run a marathon. Her head throbbed and it took a few moments to calm herself. 
 
    When she dared to look back, the reflective orb no longer gave her visions, and she could give it a closer look. 
 
    But to be honest, there wasn’t much else to observe. The only major point was that the artifact was embedded in the floor, as if it had sunk into the tiles and become stuck. Maybe a third of the sphere remained out of sight. 
 
    The room itself was bland and uninteresting. Blank walls made of the same dull grey substance the rest of the ruined structure was composed of stretched away before her. And the ceiling itself was shrouded by distance and gloom. 
 
    “Kari? Are you alright?” the half-orc inquired, glancing over at her companion. She nodded dumbly, eyes still glued to the mirrored orb before them. 
 
    “What is this thing?” Dora asked, nudging the woman’s shoulder slightly. 
 
    “I-it’s an Aegis Sphere,” Kari said, voice trembling with shock. She swallowed a lump in her throat before speaking again. 
 
    “These things are transportation devices used by the Titans themselves when the first ones descended from the Aether,” the slave explained slowly. “They also acted as mobile homes for the Titans, and contained a separate dimension within. Not unlike a Bag or Chest of Holding, but on a greater scale, and capable of allowing living things to dwell within it.” 
 
    “As for defenses, even a full-grown dragon could not scratch the surface of one of these things. Magic, too, just bounces off, diffused before it can do any harm. In fact, not even my Divine Eyes of Appraisal can tell what the Aegis Sphere is made of, or how it was constructed. I-I can’t even…” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a magnificent device, is it not?” Krave praised.  
 
    Dora jumped a bit in fright. She’d been so engrossed in the scene before her she hadn’t noticed anyone enter. 
 
    “An intact Aegis Sphere. A miracle of miracles. To find something like this, why, you’d have better odds killing a Living Mountain with a spoon than recovering any legacy of the Titans in such pristine condition.” 
 
    “Why is something like this here?” Kari demanded, spinning around to face the Tower Lords. 
 
    “Why do you think? Annod Bol was built from the ruins of one of the Titan’s settlements, so it makes sense that some of their relics would still exist,” Krave snorted.  
 
    “But if I must be honest, we, too, were amazed when we found this prize so close. For the longest time we believed that the Water Purification System was the only piece of magi-tech left behind by the Titans.” 
 
    Krave threw his arms wide as he stared up at the Aegis Sphere. “To think a magnificent tool like this would all but fall into our laps! Master Naliot must truly be proud of our achievements. With this, Annod Bol’s place is secured!” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What makes this thing so special?” Dora inquired. It was Lord Tiegan who deigned to answer her. 
 
    “Nigh impenetrable armor, with the ability to move between the Aether and its myriad planes of existence and the mortal realm in an instant with impunity? That alone is worth more than you can imagine, girl,” the Lord of the East Tower said with a condescending tone. “It could transport luxury goods anywhere in an instant, or move armies anywhere in the world without a country noticing. With the Aegis Sphere, it would be possible to become a true kingdom.” 
 
    “And if we could replicate its functions on our own, why the possibilities are limitless!” 
 
    “That’s why you wanted me,” Kari said, realization washing over her. “With my eyes, I can observe almost anything and understand it. And with my Godhands of Artifacts I can operate the Aegis Sphere and teach others to do so as well!” 
 
    “Excellent deduction, miss,” Tiegan said with a slow, mocking clap. “So why don’t we get started on that, yes? You, orc, unseal her hands!” 
 
    “I don’t have the key,” Dora said haltingly. The grey-haired man’s face started to turn red before someone decided to step in. 
 
    “Calm down before you give yourself a heart attack,” Krave admonished his older peer. “I have the key to her manacles.” 
 
    He then tossed them over to Dora who began to fiddle with the lock covering Kari’s hands.  
 
    Once the older woman’s appendages were free, she spent a few seconds rubbing her wrists, trying to massage feeling back into them. 
 
    “Touch the Aegis Sphere,” Krave ordered, and Kari gritted her teeth as runes along her collar lit up with a faint glow.  
 
    She obeyed, turning on her heels and planted both palms flat against the mirror-like surface. A gasp of pain escaped her lips as soon as she did, and her eyes began to flicker with magical energy.  
 
    Dora forced herself to watch as the person she’d become somewhat close to convulsed while standing up. It only lasted for a short while before Kari fell backwards and the half-orc darted forward, catching the lithe young woman before she hit the floor. 
 
    “Kari, can you hear me?” she asked worriedly, running a diagnostic spell over the black-haired woman.  
 
    “Dora?” Kari whimpered before descending into a coughing fit.  
 
    “Lie still! I think you’re experiencing sensory overload. Just stay like this for a bit and let your body and mind work itself back together,” the Healer instructed. Kari nodded feebly and went limp in her arms. 
 
    “When will she be able to tell us about what she knows?” Krave probed, a noticeable lack of concern in his tone as he questioned the half-orc. 
 
    “An hour or so,” Dora declared. Her answer was more of a guess than anything. Nothing seemed overly damaged or in critical danger. Kari’s brain had just absorbed too much information in too small a time frame. She was fine, at least physically. Mentally? That was something Dora didn’t know. 
 
    “Another useless delay,” Tiegan muttered with a growl. Krave nodded in annoyance.  
 
    “Wake up!” the fat, purple clad man shouted, and the collar flickered for a moment before Kari shot bolt upright and let out a scream. 
 
    “Kari!” Dora cried. “Into the soft embrace you shall fall. Drenched in dreams, awash in tranquility. Sleep!” 
 
    The woman let out a gurgle before collapsing into her arms once more. 
 
    “It’s not her body that’s the problem, it’s her mind!” Dora seethed, shooting a dark look at the two men. “If she doesn’t sort out of the problems herself, all that excess information could render her comatose. Maybe even braindead!” 
 
    “So, you think we should just wait for her to wake up?” Krave sneered.  
 
    “Unless you have a mind reader who can probe her thoughts while she sleeps, then yes, you will,” Dora shot back. 
 
    A thrill of horror and disgust ran down her spine at the looks the two slaver lords exchanged. They were honestly considering it! 
 
    “As tempting an offer as it is, I don’t have anyone skilled enough in the mental arts to do so,” Tiegan said with a sigh. 
 
    “And she does still have value. Better to keep her alive and intact for now. Ah well, I’m sure we can find something to entertain ourselves with for the next hour,” Krave acquiesced. 
 
    The two false nobles wandered off, leaving only two guards to stand watch over the Healer and the unconscious Bloodline Trait bearer. 
 
    Only once she could no longer hear their footsteps or voices did Dora let out a gust of breath in relief. 
 
    She busied herself with tending to Kari, making sure the raven-haired woman was comfortable and that no new issues popped up unexpectedly. She made a pillow out of her lap and gently let Kari’s head rest in it. 
 
    Dora also made one of the guards fetch a water skin so the collared slave would have some means to replenish herself when she eventually woke up. 
 
    And she did, praise Cynthia! 
 
    Approximately forty-five minutes later Kari stirred with a groan, limbs twitching feebly. 
 
    “Take it easy, Kari. Just breathe in and out, and let your body wake up on its own,” Dora instructed shifting slightly so the head of raven black hair was lifted up a few inches.  
 
    The Healer then carefully let the slave sip at the water the guards had provided. A sputtering cough later, after Kari tried to drink too much too fast, she was moderately more aware. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I feel like a herd of cows trampled my head,” Kari muttered. She sat up, taking in the surroundings. A grimace stretched across her face as saw where she still was. 
 
    “I was hoping it had all been a bad dream,” the merchant’s daughter admitted, sighing in defeat. 
 
    “Sorry,” Dora replied due to habit. Kari just chuckled sadly. 
 
    “Where’s my ‘master?’” Kari inquired, all but spitting the word out. 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for a while, and were probably going to be out of it for a while, so they went off to do their own thing,” Dora explained. She glanced over at the guards, one of which had slunk off without her noticing. No doubt to inform the two Tower Lords their prize had woken up at last. 
 
    The pair just sat there for a while, leaning against each other and the shimmering surface of the Aegis Sphere as they waited. 
 
    They did not have to wait long as rapid footsteps echoed down the corridor and the red faced pudgy man entered first, followed by the sweaty browed man in green. Both of their outfits clashed miserably with their complexions, and Kari wrinkled her nose at that sight. 
 
    “What did you see? What did you learn?” Krave demanded, hurrying over.  
 
    Kari morphed her expression into a neutral mask, Dora not far behind. 
 
    “The Aegis Sphere is fully functional,” Kari said at last, and a rapturous grin spread across the purple robed man’s face. 
 
    “However, it’s out of power, and lacks an access key. Both of those will be required to even dream of utilizing it.” 
 
    “I see. Good thing I have one of those,” Krave said, removing the gilded treasure box Scarrot had given him yesterday. He immediately opened it and removed an unusual artifact that looked nothing like a key. 
 
    It was a single sphere, about the size of a man’s fist, with two smaller orbs attached seamlessly to the ends of the larger shape at opposite ends. The entire object was made of translucent crystal with milky white energy drifting around listlessly inside, all the while emitting a pale glow. 
 
    “…Yes, that is indeed an Aegis Sphere access key,” Kari said after observing it with her Divine Eyes of Appraisal. “And one in surprisingly good condition.” 
 
    “How do we go about refueling the artifact?” Tiegan inquired. 
 
    “There’s a mana generator inside of the Aegis Sphere. It can be accessed through a portal on the bottom,” Kari said.  
 
    Everyone glanced at the massive device, and someone let out a groan of annoyance thinking about what it would take to move that bulk out of the hole it was in. 
 
    “As for recharging the Aegis Sphere, it will require massive amounts of magical energy. I have no idea exactly how much, but at least a thousand humans worth.” 
 
    Tiegan let out a whistle at the number. “I’ll begin making the arrangements to purchase more mages, as well as looking into methods to transfer their energy.” 
 
    “What about a door? How do we get in?” Krave asked next. 
 
    “The lock that your key interacts with is also on the bottom. Or, rather, the top. See, the Aegis Sphere is upside down right now. Whatever destroyed the Titan’s outpost caused their artifacts to get jumbled up.” 
 
    “Hmm. Very well. At least we have that golden mole now,” Krave mused. He turned to an aid. “Inform the taskmasters and overseers to start moving slaves and supplies down here. We need to dig out the Aegis Sphere from the floor.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” As the servant scurried away Krave turned back to the two women, focusing mainly on Kari. 
 
    “I suppose you’ve done your job for today. Healer, take her back Annod Bol. And as for yourself, you are now her attendant. You will make sure my purchase stays healthy and in proper condition. Where ever she goes, so will you. That is all.” 
 
    “I do not know if Boss Scarrot will be happy about that…” 
 
    “The orc is my servant, and will do as I say regardless of his feelings on the matter. He can leave you behind or stay here and wait for you to finish your current duties,” Krave said dismissively.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Dora replied with a stiff bow, seeing no other choice available to her. 
 
    She then took Kari’s hand and began to guide the collared woman back to the exit, hoping to commandeer a wagon to take them back to Annod Bol.  
 
    In the back of her mind, several little thoughts were niggling at her. The loudest and most worrisome of them: “Will I ever be allowed to leave?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: A moment of mercy 
 
      
 
    “Come on now, move it!” The sound of whips cracking brought a shiver down Dora’s spine, and she locked her eyes firmly elsewhere.  
 
    All around her slaves toiled in rags as they excavated more and more of the ruined building outside of Annod Bol. Atop an artificial plateau that overlooked the entire dig site Dora was able to see that by now a good portion of it was unearthed. They’d even uncovered a second, larger entrance to move tools and supplies into the depths in order to move the Aegis Sphere. 
 
    Two weeks had passed since she and Kari had been brought down to see the Aegis Sphere, relic of the long-gone Titans, and learned of the plans the two Tower Lords had schemed up. 
 
    It was unsettling to think they would have control over such a potent artifact. If even half of what Kari claimed it could do was true – and the half-orc had no reason to doubt her since she was incapable of lying thanks to her collar – then leaving it in the Tower Lord’s grasp would be catastrophic for everyone. 
 
    The Healer shook her head and swept her gaze over the workers as they shifted mounds of stone and rubble. Beside her, Kari sat under a parasol, trying to avoid the sun’s harsh rays. 
 
    Thanks to her orc blood the heat didn’t bother Dora too much, but it was nicer to be in the shade for a bit. 
 
    “How much longer are they going to make me do this?” the raven-haired woman asked, panting. It wasn’t just the temperature, she had been forced to work almost as much as the slaves below them. 
 
    She was drained magically rather than physically, as Krave needed her unique talents to transfer the mana necessary for the Titan artifact’s fuel.  
 
    There was no other choice. For the past twelve days Kari had carefully used a ritual to transfer magical energy out of a collection of slaves the two Tower Lords had provided and into the Aegis Sphere’s key. It could double as a battery, it seemed, so when it was inserted into the Aegis Sphere the device would immediately come to life. 
 
    “Well, how much more do you need to fill up that key?” Dora inquired, shifting her gaze down to the collar woman. 
 
    “I have no idea. What I do know is that I’ve only managed to load up about two thirds of what the Aegis Sphere even needs to activate. And I’ve been draining the equivalent of almost a hundred D-rank mages a day! The Titans fueled their tools with purified mana. I don’t know how they did so. It must have involved drawing raw magical energy straight from the Aether itself. It’s the only idea that makes sense for why it’s taking so long,” Kari grumbled. 
 
    She adjusted her blindfold which she had taken to wearing once more. Dora sympathized with the reason the kidnapped merchant’s daughter did so. If the half-orc could afford to do so, she too would want to avoid looking over the morass of miserable and broken slaves. 
 
    “You certainly sound like you know what you’re doing, though,” Dora commented. “You’ll be the first person in the world to revive and pilot an Aegis Sphere in who knows how many millennia!”  
 
    To the half-orc’s surprise Kari shrugged. 
 
    “Perhaps, but is that really such a good thing? I’m being forced to help men I find utterly repulsive with a task that is currently hurting dozens, if not hundreds, of people. And will hurt countless more once I am finished.” 
 
    “I suppose that would put a damper on any of your achievements,” Dora said with an awkward chuckle. 
 
    “So, uh, what about Krave? I haven’t seen him since yesterday. Normally he’s always nearby, watching you work,” the half-orc stated, looking around the site for a glimpse of obnoxious purple robes. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care. Maybe he’s working, or maybe he’s dead. I’m just glad he’s not here leering at me. It makes concentration on the magic transfer ritual all the more difficult.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I don’t think I’d work very well with someone like that giving me lustful looks.” Dora paused, searching her brain for a conversation topic. Her eyes lit up after a moment. 
 
    “What can you tell me about the Titans?” 
 
    Kari raised an eyebrow at her. “Not much. What do you know of them?” 
 
    “Just that the Titans were an ancient race of beings who came to the mortal planes from the Aether and gave birth to the Giant races that exist today,” Dora said. Kari nodded. 
 
    “I see. Well, that’s not wrong. The Titans were like far more solid Elementals in a way. They were born of the Aether and its myriad planes of existence, and eventually formed an empire of their own within it. During the golden age of their reign however they seem to have discovered mortal worlds like Erafore and found the beings living on them interesting.” Kari tapped her chin.  
 
    “Most of what I know of them comes from books and the like, but they all agree that relations with the mortal realms did not go well. The Titans saw themselves as superior to all and essentially conquered countless worlds, enslaving their inhabitants. Needless to say, the mortal species did not like that one bit.” 
 
    “One thing led to another, and the gods of the mortals helped them overthrow the Titans in what became known as the Rebellion of Heaven. Supposedly they drove the Titans to near extinction and the gods took the Heavens, the plane where the Titans had based their empire, as their own.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Dora breathed out in genuine awe. “I never knew any of that. You must have read a lot to learn that much!” 
 
    “I suppose,” Kari said dismissively. “A lot of that information is what I gleaned from the artifact itself. It’s fairly barebones due to the sheer age of the relic, but apparently this site was one of the Titans’ main outposts for keeping the local species in line.” 
 
    The raven-haired beauty snorted. “How fitting that slavers would take over an ancient prison as their own city. Almost poetic in a dark way.” 
 
    Further conversation was cut off by a crash and scream of pain down in the dig site. 
 
    Dora flinched and spun to see what had happened, and gasped at the scene. One of the pulley systems had broken, sending rope, wood, and stone crashing to the ground. Several slaves were crushed beneath the boulder they had been trying to shift, and many more were struck by flying debris. 
 
    The half-orc was only able to take a single step before Kari’s hand snapped out and grabbed her wrist, pinning her in place. 
 
    “Kari?” 
 
    “What are you doing, Dora?” 
 
    The light green skinned woman stared uncomprehendingly at the dark-haired woman currently holding onto her. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘what are you doing?’ I’m going down there to heal them!” 
 
    With exaggerated slowness Kari raised her blindfold, peering first at Dora with an unreadable expression before switching to the scene of devastation below. Finally after a few seconds impassively observing she returned her gaze to the half-orc. 
 
    “Why? This is for the best.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Most of the wounded are already dead-slaves walking. The medicine and magic needed to fix them would be more than their owners would be willing to spend. And a slave without an arm or leg is useless. Plus, a lot of the injuries are fatal even with assistance.” 
 
    Kari sighed and slipped her crimson blindfold back over her eyes. 
 
    “For the wounded, Hells, for any of those slaves down there, death would be a mercy. No, acting all noble won’t earn you any favors from them. It’s better to let them die. At least then Selika can take their souls and offer them a spot in the Heavens.” 
 
    “I’m a Healer! I’m supposed to help people,” Dora argued. 
 
    “Are you really, though? You’re the one who keeps claiming not to be a Healer because you were never ordained, and you’ve stopped praying to Cynthia due to your guilt and grief. So why follow a code you have no reason to adhere to?” the collared woman retorted, using Dora’s own words against her. 
 
    “Because if I don’t, they’ll suffer!” Dora shot back. “And at least in this instance, I can do some good! I can’t help the people who cry for mercy in the cages, but I can do so here!” 
 
    She tore her wrist from Kari’s grasp and hurried down into the site of the accident, mumbling incantations for area of effect healing spells. 
 
    “All that the sun shines on is blessed. All that the moon illuminates is soothed. Let neither shadow nor suffering come to pass on this land. Healing Wave of Light!” 
 
    Pulsating, glittering waves of purifying and healing energy washed over the area, and groans of pain turned into sighs of relief. 
 
    Dora kept up a strong appearance, but the spell had taken a lot out of her. It was the most advanced healing techniques she had been taught by her mother, and despite her admittedly large reserves of mana it grew exponentially more costly with each person being targeted. 
 
    At least it had been a sunny day out, as the Level Five spell Healing Wave of Light worked best when the targets were under the rays of the sun or moon. And spread further, too. 
 
    Kneeling beside one of the closest injured slaves, Dora carefully checked over their wounds. The spell was designed to push out or purify foreign matter, so those impaled by splinters or shards of stone were able to watch as said obstructions plopped wetly onto the ground.  
 
    Of course, things could still go wrong. It wasn’t uncommon to hear stories about how novice healers accidentally caused their patients to expel their own bones or organs with an improperly cast Healing Wave. 
 
    After ensuring nothing had gone wrong with the spell’s effects, Dora went around and applied more focused healing on the slaves. Older injuries were tended to, diseases suppressed, and even multiple cases of food poisoning were taken care of. 
 
    The half-orc didn’t discriminate either. After she had mended the slaves she had worked a bit on the overseers and taskmasters. 
 
    By the end of the day when Dora returned Kari to Annod Bol, the workers and slaves were practically bowing to the green skinned Healer. Thanks and praise were shouted repeatedly, and many tears were shed. 
 
    Inside the carriage on the road back to the grey and black city the collared woman finally broke the silence and turned to Dora. 
 
    “So? Do you feel any better?” 
 
    The Healer, light headed from her act of kindness, gnawed on her lower lip slightly as she tried to formulate an answer.  
 
    “I think I actually feel worse,” Dora admitted after a lengthy pause. 
 
    “Let me guess; it’s because now that you’ve had a taste of being helpful, seen their smiles and heard their thanks, you realize they’re still enslaved at the end of the day. And you want to do more. But you can’t. And that just tears you up inside.” 
 
    “Y-Yes, exactly. How did you…?” 
 
    “Believe it or, we’re both very similar in that regard. Unlike you, however, I had the wretched truth beaten into me at a much earlier age, much like your boss Scarrot as well,” Kari said. Her voice was so tired and defeated, it made Dora’s heart ache. 
 
    “You can’t save everyone. Especially if they don’t want to be saved.” 
 
    . 
 
    Kari’s words echoed in Dora’s head as she made her way back to the barracks the Yellowmoon Menagerie had taken over. Some of the crew, mostly the temporary hires from Creidor, had taken their pay and left Annod Bol as fast as they could. Others had stuck around, viewing their stay in the city as a sort of extended shore leave. 
 
    The caravan and its crew were not treated poorly. No, they were respected among the other slavers and merchants. It had been interesting to learn that during her time in the realm of the Tower Lords. 
 
    The Menagerie was well known for only dealing in debt and crime slaves. It never indulged in kidnapping or trickery like other slave trading groups did, and its main focus was on obtaining rare and dangerous beasts. That earned respect in the harsh wastes of the Dreadlands. Respect and a healthy dose of fear, at least in regard to Scarrot. 
 
    The bitter and taciturn orc was a legendary figure in the Cracked Land, Dora had learned. He had learned how to fight ruthlessly using his whips, and was considered by many to be a Paladin of Naliot, the only one of his kind, with all the skills and blessings he had received from the Chained God.  
 
    And he was someone that Kari considered similar to herself. That made the half-orc’s head ache with confusion. How could the raven-haired beauty be like the scarred orc and yet also be like her? 
 
    Her mind flashed back to the parting words Kari had given her after reaching the West Tower. 
 
    “I can tell you don’t really believe me about how we’re similar. So, why not go and ask your boss about this same issue. If you are reminiscent of my past self, then he is closest to what I am now. See what the world does to people when they try to bite off more than they can chew.” 
 
    Grumbling to herself Dora stormed into the barracks, startling Reesh who had been patrolling the corridors near the entrance. 
 
    “Geez, who died?” the handyman exclaimed as he saw the scowl staining the half-orc’s face. 
 
    “There was an accident at the dig site,” Dora replied shortly. Reesh winced, regretting his blithe comment. 
 
    “Well, these things happen. What can you do, though?” the tallest member of the caravan said with a shrug. 
 
    “I healed the injured. That’s what I did,” Dora responded. A look of horror slowly slid over his expression. 
 
    “You-you healed them? Slaves and all?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why? What’s with that look?” the half-orc demanded, folding her arms in annoyance at Reesh’s look. 
 
    Without saying a word he grabbed her arm and dragged the Healer into the mess hall of the barracks, which when not used for eating doubled as the caravan’s recreation room. 
 
    People looked up in surprise and concern. For a moment they relaxed when they saw who it was that had barged in, but then their worries came back upon seeing Reesh’s expression. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Scarrot demanded, stomping forward to confront the duo. 
 
    “Dora here went and healed some slaves who’d gotten hurt in an accident,” Reesh said, shaking the young woman slightly. 
 
    A few expressions of horror to mirror Reesh’s own popped up through the room and Scarrot narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t understand what the big deal is!” Dora shouted, jerking her arm out of the thin human’s grasp. “So I healed some people, who cares?” 
 
    “The slaves would,” Scarrot said. “As would their masters. Damn it all, this is going to ignite the city again.” 
 
    “Explain to me what is going on,” Dora pleaded as she started to notice the worry around the mess hall. 
 
    “Annod Bol is a pile of dry tinder,” Scarrot began to explain, pacing the floor. “So many beaten and broken slaves lorded over by cruel masters in such a small space would naturally cause tensions. Oh sure, there are a few good, kind, and decent slave traders and owners, but in the end, most of us in the trade could care less if the merchandise is happy or comfortable.” 
 
    “And that means anger. That means hate and resentment. Even with the slave-binding collars on their necks they can still break loose and riot if given a chance. And Annod Bol has had plenty of those. They’re almost a common occurrence.” 
 
    “The last time a riot broke out, it was because one of the slaves was a Healer, and began to heal her fellow captives,” Reesh said as he picked up the thread of conversation.  
 
    “Her kindness touched the hearts of the slaves in the city. But she was also beautiful, and attracted a lot of ‘attention’ from one of the Lords. She was chosen to become a sacrifice in a demonic ritual. She resisted, naturally, and in the confrontation, she was struck and killed by accident. The slaves went mad.” 
 
    Reesh grimaced as he thought back to those days. “I was there, you know? I was supposed to be sacrificed alongside the Healer. I saw her die. I saw the enslaved people of the city rise up in fury and try to put the city to the torch. Amidst the confusion I broke free of my shackles and fled with hundreds of other slaves. Most were captured. I was lucky enough to be found and taken in by Scarrot.” 
 
    The repairman rubbed his stomach, feeling old wounds tingling across his body at the memories.  
 
    “That was, oh, twenty or so years ago? By now rumors will be circulating through the city about a young Healer selflessly helping injured slaves. And some will be claiming you are the deceased Healer reborn, here to free them all from their chains. If there isn’t a riot of some sort in the next few days, I’ll eat a hat.” 
 
    “And the Tower Lords won’t stand by idly, either,” Scarrot hissed, glaring at Dora. “They might arrest you. They might publicly punish you. They might just kill you and be done with it. But you’ve definitely caused a stir in this city of vice and evil. Prepare yourself for the consequences.” 
 
    “So, I should have just sat back and let this happen? Let people suffer?” Dora demanded. 
 
    “They’re slaves, Ildora. Not people. Not anymore. You can’t save them.” 
 
    The Healer huffed at the orc’s words.  
 
    “You really are just like Kari. I didn’t want to believe it, but you’re both just cowards. Despicable.” Dora glared at the taller green skinned person in front of her. 
 
    “You probably became a slaver because it was the only way you could ever feel good about yourself, huh? Parading your power and freedom in front of others, and enslaving them in turn. Hells, maybe you’re so bitter because you know no one will ever love you because of all that you’ve done, so you take it out on others in this fashion.” 
 
    She didn’t have time to dodge, let alone blink. Faster than she had thought possible Scarrot rushed at her, slamming the half-orc into a wall with a hand fastened around her throat. 
 
    Cries of shock burst through the room, and out of the corner of her eye Dora saw Reesh staring in a mixture of shock and fear at what was happening as if he couldn’t believe what was going on. 
 
    “You think you know me?” Scarrot hissed, ignoring the nails that clawed at his arm as Dora tried to break free from his hold. “You think you know my pains? My life?” 
 
    The orc stamped the ground with his ivory peg leg, staring into Dora’s eyes. 
 
    “I have suffered in ways you can never comprehend. Done things in order to survive that would make even monsters balk. And here I stand, free and alive. I have won where others lost.” 
 
    As Dora’s began to go cross-eyed from a lack of oxygen he leaned in close, hot breath brushing her bangs out of the way. 
 
    “Which side of the bars do you want to be on? In my life, I’ve been on both, and let me tell you, I prefer being outside of the cage, and I will do anything to keep it that way. Even doing to others what was done to me.” 
 
    He stared down at Dora for a few more seconds before releasing her with a contemptuous snort, and let her slide to the floor, gasping for air. Tears were dripping down her face as she in turn stared up at the tall orc in absolute terror. 
 
    “I will admit, though, there was one point you were right about. I lost all my rights at loving others and being loved because of this life I live. So, congratulations! Welcome to the club.” 
 
    His rant finished, Scarrot stormed out of the mess hall, more than likely retreating to his room. 
 
    Dora was barely aware of anything that happened afterwards. Mind awhirl she vaguely recalled someone tiny calling to her, and someone with a goatee shouting angrily with someone thin and lanky. 
 
    The last thing the young Healer could remember was a pair of strong, tanned arms picking her up and carrying her gently to her quarters and tucking her into her bed. 
 
    With a whimper she reached out and grabbed the arm of the figure who had returned her to her room. 
 
    “Don’t leave me, mama,” Dora mumbled. 
 
    A voice that sounded far too deep and masculine to be her mother’s boomed out. “I won’t. I promise.” 
 
    Dora’s eyes fluttered and closed, a thin smile of contentment on her lips as someone gently stroked her hair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Only dreams 
 
      
 
    “Happy birthday, Dora!” 
 
    A beaming Irene appeared from the kitchen, carrying a platter with ten delicious honey glazed jam buns. She placed them on the kitchen table in front of her young daughter who smiled widely with unrestrained joy. 
 
    As was tradition for birthdays, Dora was dressed in her finest clothes while wearing a corsage made of multiple white lilies pinned over her heart in order to honor Nia, goddess of love and protector of children. 
 
    The ten flowers bound in white ribbon represented the number of years she had lived. Most people only really celebrated three major birthdays; five, ten, and fifteen. Five was a sacred number, after all, as were all its multiples. After that, they were an adult, and most only observed birthdays in passing. 
 
    “Oh, look at you, all dressed up! You look beautiful, my little mint leaf.” 
 
    The young half-orc girl fidgeted slightly at the praise. 
 
    “Thank you, mama. But I wish I was as pretty as you.” 
 
    Irene reached out to tousle her daughter’s hair but paused. Dora rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Fine, just this once. But then no more! I’m a big girl now. I’m ten, almost an adult!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, my darling. But the keyword there is ‘almost.’ Besides, you should enjoy your childhood while you can.” 
 
    Dora huffed but couldn’t keep a smile from creeping over her face as her mother played with her hair like she’d done when she was younger. 
 
    “Here you go, Dora, my present to you,” Irene said after she withdrew her hand. The ordained Healer then passed her a book. The cover was plain, with only a single yellow dove stamped upon it. But as Dora flipped through the pages her smile only grew wider. 
 
    “This is awesome, mama! Look at all these spells!” 
 
    “That book is a primer tome for aspiring Healers. It contains the fifteen spells all Healers must know, as well as some extra tips and tricks on tending to various ailments like poison or disease. With it, I have no doubt you will become a great Healer.” 
 
    Dora grinned up at her mother before something else crossed her mind and she gasped. 
 
    “Mama! I almost forgot!” She rushed out of the dining room, heading towards her bedroom.  
 
    After a few seconds of her mother staring after her in confusion Dora dashed back, an envelope clutched in her hands. It was thick and brownish with a pale yellow blob of wax sealing it shut. 
 
    “I found this outside my window when I woke up this morning! I kind of forgot about it when I was getting ready for the day but I remembered it thanks to your gift!” 
 
    She passed it over to her mother who took the letter with a strange expression in her eyes. Dora wasn’t sure what it meant, but continued to beam happily all the same. 
 
    “It’s addressed to me, see? ‘To Dora!’ The handwriting looks kinda sloppy, but I think it’s from daddy!” 
 
    Irene continued to stare at the letter, her eyes latched firmly onto the handwriting in question. A look of recognition passed over her face, confirming Dora’s guess and causing the girl to become even giddier.  
 
    Her joy was shattered instantly as her mother gripped the letter tightly and tore it in half, before gathering magic to her hands and igniting the pieces of cheap parchment. 
 
    The wax seal melted and dripped onto the table, mirroring the tears that suddenly burst from Dora. 
 
    “Mama? Wh-why, mama?” 
 
    “Because he’s no father of yours, Dora,” Irene spat, throwing the ash onto the floor. “He doesn’t deserve that title anymore.” 
 
    “Bu-but that was my letter! H-he wrote to me for the first time…!” Dora trailed off when guilt flashed over the blonde Healer’s expression. 
 
    “That wasn’t his first, letter, was it?! How many others were there?! How many did you destroy?!”  
 
    “The man I fell in love with is dead, Dora,” Irene said coldly. “He died, and the ‘thing’ that still shambles around in his shape is not worthy of being known as such. Forget him.” 
 
    “No! He’s my daddy! I-I deserve to know about him!’ Dora shouted. When her mother turned her head away she trembled in rage, clenching her fists. 
 
    “If you hated him so much, then you must also hate me too!” 
 
    Irene snapped her head back around at that. “What? No, Dora! That’s impossible! I love you more than anything! You’re my precious little mint leaf!” 
 
    “That’s a lie! Y-you hate daddy, and everyone in town hates me because I’m a h-half-orc. Th-that’s fine, I’ll leave you alone since you don’t want me anymore! You shouldn’t have had me! I wish I’d never been born!” 
 
    “Dora!” the young mother cried out, but her daughter ignored her, barreling out the door and into the town beyond, blinded by tears. 
 
    Eyes blurred, Dora wandered around the edge of Far Reach kicking at tufts of dry prairie grass. The breeze ruffled the stiff stalks, causing a scratchy sound to reverberate across the endless fields. 
 
    Fury boiled in her veins and the girl was not paying attention to her surroundings. That proved to be her undoing as an errant rock tripped her up, sending her to the ground in a heap. 
 
    The sudden shock of pain and finding herself on the ground was the last straw, and Dora broke down, tears pouring from her eyes as curled up in ball. 
 
    Dirt smeared against her white dress but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She simply lay there letting out her pain and grief. 
 
    “I thought I heard a dying animal! And what do you know, we found a dirty monster instead.” 
 
    Dora stiffened in fear at the voice, tears temporarily put on hold. She looked up from her spot to see a trio of children sneering over at her. Two boys and a girl from the town. A group of bullies who constantly harassed her. 
 
    “Go away,” Dora muttered, glancing away from them. A prayer that they would just leave her alone for once passed her lips, but it was half-hearted at best. 
 
    “Why in the Hells is something filthy like you wearing a nice dress?” the female of the team demanded, glaring with envy at the dress, though it was now stained and messy. 
 
    “She’s wearing a birthday corsage,” one of the two boys, the largest of the pair, pointed out. He reached down and tore the flowers from her chest causing Dora to flinch. 
 
    “Monsters aren’t born, so they don’t have birthdays,” the smaller of the two boys declared arrogantly. Tall Boy snorted in agreement and dropped the bundle of lilies onto the ground, grinding them beneath his feet. 
 
    “And monsters don’t deserve to wear pretty clothes, either,” Girl smirked, and reached down to tear at the lace on the edge of her collar. The two boys gave a cruel smile and joined in, grabbing at her clothes, hair, and body. 
 
    “Stop it!” Dora cried, pawing at the hands that were now ripping at her. Her strength was all gone though, drained by her sorrow. In seconds she was almost stripped, her clothes now rags on the dirt. 
 
    Terror shot through her when she was almost completely left bare, and the eyes of the boys turned darker as they stared at the flesh she was now forced to show to the whole world. 
 
    “What in the Hells is going on?!” A roar blasted through the field, and the Small Boy barely had time to blink before a heavy boot slammed into the side of his head. 
 
    “Fucking little brats!” The blacksmith stomped over, face red and looking like steam was about to come pouring from his ears. 
 
    “You hit me!” Small Boy cried, holding a hand against his forehead. He drew it back and stared in shock at the blood that now coated his palm. The hobnails on the bottom of the boot had torn into the flesh of his head. 
 
    “And I’ll do worse to you if you don’t run off like the little shits you are!” He hollered back. The trio of bullies scattered, running off, no doubt to blubber to their parents. 
 
    With a snort of disgust the blacksmith approached the young half-orc girl on the ground, expression softening as he saw her distress. 
 
    “Wretched little bastards,” he muttered when he saw her state of disarray. He immediately took off his shirt and passed it to Dora, turning away and picking up the boot he had thrown and slipping it back on while she got dressed. 
 
    “Why…?” 
 
    “I was bringing a gift over to your house when I ran into your mother. Almost literally. She was bawling her eyes out and I managed to make out that you’d run off for some reason.” He turned back to Dora, smiling now that she had a shirt on to cover her modesty. Though since he was so much bigger than her, his clothes draped over her like a tent. Still, it was fine for now. 
 
    “She asked me to find you and I agreed. And then I did, and I’m glad I found you when I did. I saw that look in those boys’ eyes. Gonna have a talk with their parents later…” the blacksmith trailed off into angry grumbles about ‘kids these days’ as he led Dora back to Far Reach. 
 
    During the walk, the young half-orc unconsciously reached out and grabbed his hand, clinging to it desperately. Her action brought the older man up short, but he smiled warmly at her and continued to lead her back home. 
 
    “I don’t want to go home right now,” Dora said as they approached the settlement. She looked up at the larger gentleman. “Can I stay at your place?” 
 
    “Eh, why not,” the blacksmith agreed. He could see the worry in her eyes as she glanced over in the direction of her house and smiled reassuringly at her. “Besides, I still need to give you your birthday gift.” 
 
    The local smithy was a typical building for that region: wide and squat, made almost entirely of brick and stone to prevent fires, with a large, partially enclosed forge attached to the side the only extra addition. Despite its appearance it produced some of the finest quality metalwork in the region. 
 
    And that was all thanks to the blacksmith’s talents. Dora wasn’t sure why he wasn’t in a city or larger town plying his trade, but she’d heard whispers among the adults and patients that he’d made someone in the government mad at him so he was posted out here. 
 
    Well, their loss, Far Reach’s gain. 
 
    “Let’s get you cleaned up a bit before your mother comes looking,” the blacksmith said kindly, taking Dora out of her musings. He brought her over to a large wooden barrel full of water normally used for quenching the metals, and dabbed a wet strip of cloth over her face, arms, and legs, wiping off dirt and tears with ease. 
 
    “Why are you so nice to me?” Dora asked after a while, letting the stoked coals heat and dry her. “Almost everyone else in town hates me, but not you.” 
 
    “Because I too know what it means to be sidelined and ostracized,” he claimed, shifting objects around on a workbench as he looked for something. “And no, that doesn’t mean it has anything to do with ostriches. It means I’m somewhat of an outcast like yourself.” 
 
    “I know what ‘ostracized’ means,” Dora said with a pout.  
 
    “Ah, sorry, sorry! Keep forgetting you’re smarter and better read than most of your peers,” the blacksmith apologized with a smile and a laugh. 
 
    The green skinned girl’s face scrunched up in thought. “Why are you an outcast, though? You’re human!” 
 
    “Ah, but I was taught by a dwarf,” the master of metals informed. “I was like a lot of the people in Partaevia in my youth. Brash, arrogant, drunk on the beliefs that we were superior. So, when I encountered a dwarven blacksmith, I challenged him in an effort to prove my own skills. It was a crushing defeat.” 
 
    The large, beefy man sighed. “Three times I tried to beat him with the knowledge I had learned from my first master. Three times I was unable to match his talents in metalwork. I was broken. Devastated. My pride and my teeth had been knocked out and fed back to me. On my knees I went to him one day, and begged him to teach me. He saw that I had finally woken up from my arrogance and taught me much.” 
 
    “Oh, those were the good old days. I learned more in three years with him than a full decade with my old teacher! Of course, it was only later that I learned my new mentor was considered to be a master smith even among other dwarves.” A happy sigh escaped the man as he turned back to Dora. He sat down on the anvil and gave Dora an appraising look. 
 
    “I made a name for myself with my newfound skills, and the powers-that-be in Partaevia eventually saw my work when I returned and praised my efforts. Said praise turned to scorn when they learned who had taught me, though. I earned less, received fewer customers but plenty of abuse, so I finally picked up my hammer and anvil and moved away from them all. Bah! Let those fools stagnate. We need diversity in our lives, otherwise we become boring old sacks of meat. No challenges means no growth. No exchange of goods and ideas means no one thinks of new ways to do things.” 
 
    “But you probably don’t want to hear an old man ramble on,” the blacksmith said, running a hand through greying hair. “How about yourself? Why’d you run off on your birthday of all days?” 
 
    “I found a note from my daddy on my window sill when I woke up this morning,” Dora revealed after a moment of hesitation. “But when I showed it to mama, she tore it up and burnt it!” 
 
    The blacksmith winced. “Ah. Yeah, that’d do it. Still, can’t say I blame her.” 
 
    “Did you know my daddy?” Dora asked, perking up slightly. 
 
    “Not really. I was well established when he and his merchant caravan first rolled into Far Reach. Can’t say I knew him, but I did often see him and your mother together. They were so giddily in love with each other it was almost sickening to watch. And not because he was an orc, but there’s only so much sweetness a man can take,” the elder man hastily assured her. 
 
    “Then why does mama hate him?” the Healer’s apprentice demanded, wetness creeping back into her eyes.  
 
    “It’s not my place to say. All I can tell you is that he did some bad things for good reasons. And it hurt your mother’s heart to see him do so. He became a different person, and I don’t think Irene ever forgave him for that. You see, it’s not that she hates him, it’s that she hates herself for not being able to save him as he fell into a dark place.” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Dora declared with all the conviction of a ten-year-old. The blacksmith merely nodded sadly. 
 
    “That’s life.” 
 
    After a pause in the conversation he held out a rough wooden box to the young orc. 
 
    “Here. I’m not a carpenter or a bowyer, but I can make do.” 
 
    Curious, Dora popped the lid open and gasped when she saw the item that lay within. 
 
    With extreme care she removed a small crossbow, one that had been crafted to match her size. 
 
    “I figured you could do with some way to defending yourself,” the blacksmith explained while Dora looked over it in awe. “Daggers are all well and good, and there’s one of those in there for you, but ranged combat is an option everyone should have. After all, better to get rid of your opponent before they even reach you then fight them on their own terms.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m supposed to be learning to become a Healer,” the apprentice muttered, suddenly looking concerned.  
 
    “You live close to the Dreadlands and are surrounded by ignorant farmers. And after today, I’ll be showing you some tips and tricks regardless of what your mother may say,” the blacksmith said firmly. He rose from his makeshift seat and went over to a part of the forge where a pile of firewood had been stacked in the corner. 
 
    “You can practice your aim by shooting at these logs. They’re thick enough to withstand your training bolts, and even if you miss it’ll only hit the shed behind them.”  
 
    Dora nodded and stood up as well. She felt a smidge of shame at her excitement to learn how to fight, but the warm smile from the blacksmith eased her worries. She then looked down at the weapon in her hands and fiddled with it, figuring out how to wind it up and load it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Murderous intrigue 
 
      
 
    Wakefulness came too soon for Dora’s liking, even if it meant the dreams finally ceased their clamor in her skull. 
 
    She was tired, hungry, thirsty, and fairly certain she had overslept.  
 
    With a groan, the Healer sat up and gazed blearily around her room. Everything looked to be in order, but since when had a mountain taken root in it? 
 
    “Uldo, did you stay by my side the entire time?” she asked after a moment. The mountain-like man nodded, and the tan half-amazon gave her a kind smile from where he sat in the corner of the room.  
 
    Dora couldn’t help but smile as well. Partly in thanks, but mostly because there was something hilarious about seeing such a large man like himself squeezed into a tiny little chair. 
 
    “How long have I been asleep?” 
 
    “A few hours. You slept through the afternoon and the evening. It is a little past dawn at the moment.” 
 
    “So, not the entire day, then. That’s good.” She got out of bed and stretched, finally feeling alert. “Have Krave’s men come to bring me to the dig site?” 
 
    “Not yet, but if they do come it will be soon,” Uldo informed her. He then got up out of the chair, or tried to. It had molded to his buttocks and now it clung to him. Dora laughed, her mirth doing wonders for washing away the pain and heartache of yesterday. 
 
    For his part, Uldo merely rolled his eyes before pulling the piece of furniture off of him and exiting the room. Dora briefly wondered if he had done all of that fooling around just to make her feel better. Regardless of the reason, she was now genuinely smiling as she got ready for the day. 
 
    In the mess hall, she found herself immediately swamped by well wishes from the few crew who were also up at this ungodly hour.  
 
    “Thank you, really, for all your kindness,” Dora said, discreetly wiping away tears from her eyes. 
 
    “You’re like a daughter, sister, and niece to us all, Dora. Of course, we would be worried about you. And be more than happy that you’ve recovered,” Rindel said, plopping a plate down on the table. 
 
    One of the only good things about Annod Bol so far was the availability of food, and the variety. Real sausages, eggs, and some of the finest mint tea she’d ever tasted? Almost enough to make her forget about the rampant cruelty and slavery within and beyond its walls. Almost. 
 
    “Dora! I heard you were awake!” The Healer glanced over as Holt rushed into the dining room. 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when Scar lost his temper. Maybe if I had been, I could have stopped him,” the goateed man apologized. 
 
    Dora flinched at the reminder of what the orc had done yesterday. Her shoulders tensed, her back hunched, and a whimper escaped her lips as she recalled the rage and darkness in her father-figure’s eyes. 
 
    Holt winced as he watched her shrink in on herself in fear. He’d arrived at the scene of the incident mere seconds after he’d spotted Scarrot storm out of the mess hall. The anger and self-loathing in his blood-brother’s every step had been shocking, but the cries coming from the rest of the crew had ultimately drawn his attention.  
 
    “You do know that he wasn’t himself at that moment, right? This city… it does things to people, and Scarrot got the worst of it.” 
 
    The Healer remained silent. The right-hand man of the caravan sighed in defeat and wandered off, giving Dora some space. 
 
    It took a while before Dora pieced herself back together. By then, the usual pair of guards had come to escort her to the excavation site. Steeling her nerves and forcing her face into its neutral mask, she joined Kari in the carriage once more. 
 
    She was surprised to see Krave in the transport with them, as the Lord of the West Tower usually preferred to take separate transportation. 
 
    The green-skinned Healer could also tell that the man was definitely not in good health, which likely explained his absence yesterday. Pallid and with drooping dark bags under his eyes, Dominick Krave’s hair was greasy and his clothes looked disheveled on his body. In fact, the pudgy lord seemed to have lost weight. 
 
    Dora averted her gaze from the man when he glared at her wandering eyes and she settled in for an awkward ten minutes. 
 
    As the carriage began moving Krave coughed wetly. “You. Healer. Give me an examination. What is wrong with me?” 
 
    “What are your symptoms?” the half-orc inquired as she ran a glowing hand over his chest and abdomen.  
 
    “I have been sweating profusely for a few days now, and my sleep is interrupted constantly by night terrors and bodily functions best left unsaid,” Krave explained. “My appetite is all but vanished and I can barely stomach even watered-down gruel.” 
 
    From the side Kari watched the procedure, intrigued. It was only through reading her body language that Dora knew the collared woman was observing them. She ignored the older woman’s hidden gaze and continued to run the diagnostic spell over the Tower Lord. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord, but I cannot find anything wrong,” Dora frowned. “I believe you are just exhausted from all your hard work and excitement for the unearthing of the Aegis Sphere.” 
 
    “Well what can I do about it? Sleeping pills of some kind?” Krave demanded.  
 
    “Yes, to start with.” 
 
    He settled back in his seat, grumpy with the outcome, but glad there was nothing wrong with him. 
 
    “Perhaps this will ease your mind, my lord,” Kari said. “I believe that if all goes as planned, I will have filled up the key with enough mana to unlock basic functions for the device. Not enough to initiate its Planeswalking and teleportation abilities, but at least open it up and turn it on.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Krave crowed, rubbing his hands together. “Oh, I can hardly wait! Driver, faster!” 
 
    The carriage obliged and the horses picked up speed. That cut their travel time by a few minutes and they reached the ruins swiftly enough.  
 
    As Krave stepped out men bowed and slaves fell to their knees. However, when Dora emerged many of the slave’s expressions changed, and they smiled at their savior.  
 
    Perturbed by the zeal in their eyes Dora carefully avoided meeting their gazes, focusing on helping Kari out of the transport and following after Krave.  
 
    It was a testament to how out of sorts their master was that Krave did not notice the adoration being giving to someone other than himself. Had he been in his right mind Dora had no doubts his wrath would be great. Dominick Krave was a petty, jealous man from what she had seen so far. 
 
    Inside the Aegis Sphere’s hangar a dozen men were hard at work shifting the stone that had been dug up around it as well as busily operating the winches and cranes that groaned under the insane weight of the ethereal alloy object.  
 
    They gave cursory bows and respectful nods before returning their attention back to the delicate work. Krave waved them off, staring greedily at the mirrored orb that was almost completely revealed. 
 
    As Dora stared in awe at the miraculous, massive artifact, a familiar snuffling sound caused her to blink in surprise.  
 
    In the ground, torso poking out from the floor, the golden mole was staring directly at the half-orc, nose wrinkling cutely. A whip cracked nearby and the poor beast flinched before it dove back into the ground, stone and gravel kicked up in a spray. 
 
    “The beast was most useful for the latter stages of the excavation,” Krave revealed when he caught Dora staring at it. “Golden moles have the unique spell-like ability to move through soil and stone as if it were no more solid than water. Earth Swim is its name, and with its aid we’ve successfully dug out most of the Aegis Sphere from its resting place.” 
 
    He then turned to Kari who straightened up under his heated gaze. “Hurry up and complete the mana transfer! I want this finished by sundown!” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Kari managed to answer through gritted teeth, and let Dora escort her to the room where the enslaved mages were held.  
 
    One of the chambers in the buried ruins was disturbingly cube-like, and felt like it was not a part of the ruins itself, but rather an attachment of some kind. It was perfect for keeping the poor souls being used as living batteries, though, thanks to all the empty space and magic insulated materials it had been built with. 
 
    Clad in rags and wearing heavy silver collars and manacles instead of the common bronze ones for regular slaves, they each wore a look of total despair. Some, to the Healer’s disgust, were no better than brain-dead puppets, bought and broken solely for the larger than average amount of mana in their veins. 
 
    Dora grimaced at the smell that greeted them. Filth and fear permeated the area, the stench clinging to the walls like a rancid mold.  
 
    Other than a wrinkle of her nose, Kari betrayed none of her distaste and stepped calmly into the center of the room where a large magical array had been drawn in blood. Her magic-restraining gauntlets had already been removed before they’d entered the room and she pulled out the odd spherical key from somewhere on her person. 
 
    Without a word, the symbols on the magical array lit up in bloody light and the collars on the slaves’ glowed cherry red. Most of them couldn’t even scream anymore, their minds and bodies were so far gone. Instead they twitched spasmodically as if currents of lightning ran through their bodies. 
 
    And through it all, Dora stood at the entrance of the cubed room, holding down her bile as she watched. This was as close as she dared to be, lest the ritual steal her own magic. 
 
    A rainbow tornado had formed as wisps of mana were drawn out of the mages and became a colorful maelstrom that screamed and howled above Kari’s head. The raven-haired woman remained stock still throughout, her poise unbending before the raw power before her. Dora respected her for her bravery and discipline. Gods knew the half-orc would have balked at the prospect of being near such volatile magic. 
 
    But at length the vortex of energy that had sprung up around her was sucked up into the crystalline material. The key turned dark for a moment before the colors settled and the white became dominant as all the mana blended together. 
 
    Kari let out a heavy sigh and sagged in relief, clutching the artifact to her chest. She turned to Dora and gave a weak smile. 
 
    “Come on, let’s return.” The Healer nodded before entering the chamber and taking her by the elbow, once more acting as the eyes for the blindfolded woman. 
 
    Back in the hangar the pair of women noticed that Lord Tiegan had joined them at last, the older man tapping his cane softly against the tiled floor as he waited beside a sickly Krave.  
 
    “I have transferred enough mana now, my lord,” Kari stated, holding out the artifact. Krave merely nodded and pointed at the Aegis Sphere. 
 
    “Can you open it now?” 
 
    Kari lifted her blindfold slightly, giving the arcane device a peek with her magical eyes, before nodding resolutely.  
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Then get to it! I don’t have all day!” 
 
    “I’d say so. Are you sure you’re fit to be here?” the Lord of the East Tower asked of the pale, sweating Lord of the West Tower. 
 
    “I’m fine, Tiegan! Just tired is all. Maybe you should calm down yourself, your heart is not as strong as it used to be,” he shot back. Tiegan simply rolled his eyes but said nothing as he watched Kari approach the Aegis Sphere intently. 
 
    Now that the massive orb was lifted out of the hole partially, a small indentation could be seen near the bottom. Or top, given that it was apparently upside down.  
 
    The woman with two Bloodline Traits kneeled before it, carefully slotting the key into the indentation. The mirror-like material rippled on contact, acknowledging the artifact. Silver and blue sparks flew from the contact point as the ancient magi-tech came to life once more. 
 
    A deep hum split the air and the surface of the Aegis Sphere shifted slightly. A ripple moved across the surface, but thankfully this sudden movement did not disturb any of the ropes or bindings attached to it. Seconds later a portal seemed to melt open above where the keyhole was, revealing a mysterious interior bathed in pale blue light. 
 
    Jaws dropped and eyes wide, the two Tower Lords stepped forward towards the Titan artifact. Kari stood up quickly, still clutching the unusually shaped key. The two men ignored her, content to enter the Aegis Sphere. 
 
    The entrance to the trans-dimensional piece of magi-tech was massive, large enough to fit a person fifty feet tall and half that in width with ease. Dora followed behind the two Tower Lords at Kari’s side.  
 
    The young woman had lifted her blindfold once more and was staring at everything she could inside. Dora had to admit, it was just as impressive as the outside. More so, in fact, given that there was far more inside than the exterior would lead one to assume. 
 
    The interior of the Aegis Sphere looked extremely similar to a regular house. There was a couch, table, and a few other pieces of furniture. Everything was made of some sort of shimmering white steel-like metal. Something Kari said was called ‘chrome’ after studying it briefly with her unique eyes. 
 
    All of it was sized up to fit a being many times the size of a human, and all of it was stuck to the ceiling. Dora felt dizzy looking up at the topsy-turvy arrangement.  
 
    “When we flip this thing right-side up it’ll look better,” Kari assured the half-orc.  
 
    “What else is in here?” Dora asked excitedly.  
 
    “Over there is a bathroom, apparently,” the slave woman mused, taking everything in with her Divine Eyes of Appraisal. “And a bedroom is off to that side.” 
 
    “What about the control room? Where is the place we can command the Aegis Sphere?” Krave demanded. Kari silently looked around before pointing to a wall.  
 
    “Through there is the room where a Titan drove the Aegis Sphere,” she announced.  
 
    With the spherical key held before her the wall melted away, revealing an unassuming room. A single chair faced a wide desk covered in knobs, buttons, screens and levers. 
 
    “We’re going to need to get some ladders in here,” Tiegan mused as he looked around at the gigantic upside surroundings. 
 
    “Will you be able to use the Aegis Sphere?” Krave demanded of Kari. She hesitantly placed a hand on the wall and let her powers flow.  
 
    “I think I can,” Kari said hesitantly. “There’s so much this thing can do, and all of the steps to use the Aegis Sphere are complicated. It might take me a while to figure out how it all works, even with my Godhands Trait.” 
 
    “Very good. That will make everything easier,” the Lord of the East Tower praised. Krave just nodded, his breathing labored. 
 
    “Now that we have the artifact under our control, all we need to do is set up some guards to make sure none of the other Tower Lords get any bright ideas about ownership,” Tiegan stated. He then turned to Kari and Dora. 
 
    “I believe we’ve made use of you long enough. Unless Krave has any other plans for you?” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” the fat lord wheezed. He faced Kari. “Return to your room and await further instructions.” 
 
    Kari gave a stiff bow and headed off, the half-orc Healer hot on her heels. Clutched to the collared woman’s chest was the Aegis Sphere’s key, glowing brighter than it ever had before. 
 
    They did not stay in the Aegis Sphere or the ruins themselves for much longer, much to Dora’s delight, and the two women returned to Annod Bol much earlier than they usually did. 
 
    “Now what do you think will happen?” Dora asked as she sat across from Kari in the carriage. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Kari said tersely.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Dora inquired, leaning forward. The raven-haired slave looked down at the oblong key in her hands and sighed. 
 
    “There is just so much power in this tiny object. And the device it goes with is even more incredible than rumors said! I want nothing more to examine it in depth. But now that my job is done I doubt I’ll be afforded such freedoms and luxuries anymore. I just wish I was stronger. Maybe if I was, I could find the strength to escape.” 
 
    Dora had nothing to say on that matter and awkwardly looked away. 
 
    “At least Krave won’t be bothering me for much longer,” Kari said, a tiny smile on her lips. “Tiegan seems much better as a master.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look at how sickly my illustrious lord has gotten,” the slave said with a cruel chuckle. “I bet he’ll keel over dead any day now. Fat bastard has it coming anyways.” 
 
    “And when Krave dies, since Tiegan is his ‘partner in crime’ in this endeavor, I don’t doubt he will spare no expense to buy me from my previous owner’s estate.” 
 
    “Krave isn’t sick, he’s just tired,” Dora protested weakly. “And I saw no signs of poisoning.” 
 
    Kari just let out a harrumph and settled back into the seats. “A girl can dream, can’t she?” 
 
    The rest of the ride to the City of Slaves was mercifully uneventful, even though Dora felt a tingling sense of worry gnawing at the back of her mind. But whenever she tried to figure out what it was, it slipped away.  
 
    . 
 
    “Dora!”  
 
    The half-orc turned around at her name, smiling when she saw Reesh running over to her. 
 
    “Hey, Reesh. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Don’t you ‘how’s it going’ me!” the handyman snapped. Dora raised an eyebrow at his attitude.  
 
    “What are you doing walking around the market without an escort? Hells, what are you doing back in Annod Bol?” the Yellowmoon Menagerie’s fix-it fellow hissed, taking her by the arm and escorting her down the streets. 
 
    “Kari and I finished what the two Tower Lords wanted for us earlier than expected, so after we returned to the city I thought I’d like to look around for a bit,” Dora explained. “I’ve never seen anything like it! There’s so many different goods from all over! I saw ivory from Val’Narash, and silk from Distant Qwan!” 
 
    “And so, you thought gallivanting around was a good idea?! Do you not remember what I told you about how the slaves here might see you as a savior of sorts after what you did?” Reesh demanded angrily. 
 
    Dora flinched. She had forgotten. She’d tried to suppress and forget a lot of what had happened yesterday, and that particular piece of information had been put far to the back of her mind. 
 
    “I’ve been careful!” Dora protested. “I haven’t used any magic, nor have I gotten close to any of the slaves!” 
 
    “You can’t avoid them, Dora, they’re everywhere!” Reesh retorted. “This is the City of Slaves! Did you think they named it because they thought it sounded cool?” 
 
    “Why are you so mad, Reesh?” Dora asked, shoulders slumping. The man she saw as a brother sighed and ran a hand over his face in defeat.  
 
    “Because if anything else happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do,” he said softly. 
 
    Dora stared at him in confusion and more than a little bit of embarrassment. Reesh coughed into his fist and explained. 
 
    “What I mean is, we’d all be hurt. The caravan. Everyone in the caravan. Not just me. You’re a precious part of the family, Dora. And if I, I mean we, lost you for whatever reason the world would be a darker place.” 
 
    The half-orc maiden smiled kindly and held out a hand to the blushing crewmember. 
“Would you mind being my escort for the day, Reesh? I’ll need someone to carry my purchases.” 
 
    “Lead on,” Reesh said, giving a playful bow. Dora giggled and took the taller man’s hand, feeling oddly at peace in this place of depravity.  
 
    . 
 
    “Do you think Rindel will be able to cook all of this?” Dora asked in concern as she shifted the burlap sack slung across her shoulder to a better position. 
 
    “If he can’t that just means there will be leftovers,” Reesh joked, two sacks of his own underneath his arms.  
 
    “At least this will make a good going away feast,” the Healer said. “Now that Krave has his artifact up and running hopefully he’ll release us.” 
 
    “One can only hope,” the handyman agreed. They arrived at the barracks earlier than when Dora would normally return from her job as Kari’s handler, so the crewmembers of the Yellowmoon Menagerie who had been milling around were caught by surprise when they saw her walking over with Reesh and several sacks full of ingredients.  
 
    “Hey guys! I got out of work early and decided to pick up some stuff for Rindel to work with tonight,” Dora said happily with a wave.  
 
    The Menagerie’s workers smiled with relief at seeing their precocious Healer smiling again.  
 
    “Looks like a feast!” one of the men called out. 
 
    “Aye, it does! Our minty Healer is too good for us!” another replied. Dora looked away, embarrassed by the cheerful comments. She brought the stuffed bags into the barracks and passed them off to the kitchen where their Quartermaster was taking note of their food supplies. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I can whip up a decent meal with this,” Rindel assented as he looked over what Dora and Reesh had brought. 
 
    “Plenty of flour and honey and jam, I see. I suppose I know which treat Dora wants me to bake,” the gnome said with a knowing smirk. 
 
    Dora blushed. 
 
    “Alright, if you want to help me prepare, I won’t turn down some extra hands. Otherwise, try not to get underfoot,” Rindel said as he started to bustle around the battlefield known as the kitchen.  
 
    With a smile, the green skinned young woman stepped up to help, feeling as if her worries were all permanently part of the past.  
 
    It was a few hours later when the half-orc and the gnome emerged from kitchen carrying plates and platters laden with hearty meals.  
 
    “This all looks amazing, Rindel! I suppose what they say is true: a woman’s touch makes everything better!” Reesh exclaimed as he looked over the food. His sentiment was echoed with a cheer as the crew settled down to eat. 
 
    The mess hall soon filled up with the chattered up of the Menagerie’s men, and Dora ate the food in contentment. Scarrot was not there, electing to eat in his room. Which was for the best after what had happened last night. Dora wasn’t sure if she could face him at the moment. 
 
    In the end, she didn’t have to. Dinner ended without incident, but just as the last of the dusk bled away into true nightfall, something else occurred.  
 
    At first, there had been more clanking of metal outside the barracks than usual. Perhaps a large shipment of slaves had come in for the West Tower. 
 
    But it only grew louder, and it wasn’t the clink of chains, but something more solid. And it was accompanied by the thud of boots.  
 
    Without warning the door to the mess hall blew open, and a dozen men in armor rushed inside. Most wore the livery of House Krave, the rest wore the dark green vulture emblem of House Tiegan.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Holt shouted as he rose from his seat. 
 
    “We are here for Dora of the Yellowmoon Menagerie,” one of the knights declared. 
 
    “On what authority?” 
 
    “That of two Tower Lords, that’s what authority,” one of Tiegan’s household soldiers stated. As one of them made to approach the half-orc Healer a new individual could be heard charging towards the conflict.  
 
    “DO NOT TOUCH HER!”  
 
    Scarrot burst into the room, his bladed whip drawn and a mad look in his eyes. The warriors of Annod Bol’s nobles tensed when they saw him, and several of the Menagerie’s crew took the opportunity to draw their own weapons. 
 
    “You lay so much as a hand on Ildora and I will rip it off and feed it to you,” the orc promised. 
 
    “Why do you want me? What did I do?” Dora spoke up, trying to defuse the situation before it boiled over into actual battle. She refused to see her comrades hurt. And there was no way they could fight through an entire city. 
 
    “On suspicion of involvement in the death of Dominick Krave, you are to be arrested and investigated,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “What? He’s dead?” the Healer gasped. 
 
    “Yes. Foul play is suspected. Come quietly, and you won’t be harmed. Nor will your companions,” the talkative knight assured. He did rest his hand on the hilt of his sword though, a silent but deadly reminder of what would happen if she refused. 
 
    “Fine. I submit. Just don’t hurt anyone!” Dora exclaimed as Reesh and several other crew members tensed at the blatant threat. 
 
    She stepped forward and held out her hands. A knight obliged and swiftly clapped a pair of silver manacles on her. They were almost identical to the ones Kari wore when she was being moved around. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure this will all be sorted out in no time,” Dora said with a shaky smile at her friends and family. 
 
    “Come. Your cell awaits,” the leading soldiers commanded, and she filed out behind them.  
 
    A low growl issued forth from her boss as he watched her leave the barracks, and for all the insecurities Dora currently had, it felt oddly pleasant having Scarrot worried about her. 
 
    Being marched the admittedly short distance from the barracks to the West Tower was humiliating for Dora, but more than that it was the looks of shock and unbridled fury in the eyes of the slaves she passed. 
 
    Those looks weren’t aimed at her, though, but at her armed and armored escort, and at the entirety of Annod Bol. A shiver ran down her spine. There was rage in the air, and she recalled Reesh and Scarrot’s words from last night. 
 
    The city was a pile of dry tinder, and this could become a very dangerous spark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: The God of Chains 
 
      
 
    “Mother, why do we pray to the gods?” 
 
    Irene looked up from where she was compounding herbs and other materials into a medicinal salve. It should have been done by Doctor Argus days ago, but once more he had ‘forgotten,’ no doubt thanks to a hangover of some sort. 
 
    “What brought this up?” 
 
    A twelve-year-old Dora stared at the prayer book in her hands with a depressed expression as she formulated an answer. 
 
    “We pray to the Divine Family for all sorts of reasons. Protection, guidance, and of course, spells. But we can only be given Divine Spells from a god that we can use on our own. What’s the point of praying for that particular reason?” 
 
    “Ah, I understand what you’re asking,” Irene said. She put away the unfinished medicinal compounds before speaking with her daughter. 
 
    “While it is true that the Divine Family, and indeed the other gods that exist, can only offer up spells that a person can already perform, their spells tend to be far more potent. For example, were I to give supplication to Lady Cynthia for the Level Two healing spell Mend Minor Wound, it would be far superior to anything I could actually cast. I could use that spell myself, but Lady Cynthia’s version of the spell would be closer to a Level Four spell in terms of potency.” 
 
    “So, they’re stronger, then,” Dora mused.  
 
    “Of course, not everyone has the aptitude for healing, so my example would be an extreme case. Healers would be better at utilizing a Divine healing spell, but an average person or a warrior wouldn’t have the same level of compatibility,” Irene elaborated.  
 
    “Alright, that answers one question of mine. But I still don’t understand why the gods don’t intervene more directly when people pray to them,” the young half-orc wondered. 
 
    “‘Gods help those who help themselves,’” her mother quoted from the scriptures. “And as powerful as they are, they cannot be everywhere and do everything. It’s why we have Clerics and Paladins to carry out their will as the eyes, mouth and, if need be, strong arm.” 
 
    Dora remained silent and the blonde Healer peered at her daughter trying to comprehend where her brooding mood and questions had come from. 
 
    “Did something happen, Dora?” 
 
    “Some of the kids in town were being mean again,” the apprentice Healer admitted, her mature mask falling away now that her mother had seen through her. “They didn’t do anything too major, just lots more name calling and insults.” 
 
    She slammed the tome she’d been reading shut, anger and pain on her features. “I keep praying to Cynthia and Nia for help. For some kind of guidance or a method to stop the other kids from being so cruel. But they’ve never answered. Am I not worthy enough of having my pleading acknowledged?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, my precious mint leaf,” Irene said, getting up and wrapping her daughter in a hug. Dora allowed it and simply sat staring morosely at the cover of the prayer book. 
 
    “I don’t know what I can possibly say that can make this better. Just promise me you won’t give up in your efforts. I’m sure one day they’ll answer all of your questions.” 
 
    “I have to go. I have crossbow practice at the blacksmith’s place and I don’t want to be late,” Dora said, breaking free of the embrace after a bit. She stood up and grabbed her weapon from where it was propped up next to the door and walked out without another look behind her. 
 
    . 
 
    “Why is it that the best sleep I’ve had in weeks was in a jail cell?” Dora muttered groggily to herself. She looked around the bare room with a sigh. 
 
    There was no sunlight or morning sounds to awaken her this time. Instead a lamp above the simple yet disturbingly comfortable cot had flickered to life, slowly causing the half-orc to stir from her slumber. 
 
    The pale blue glow of the lamp filled the grey room with even luminescence, removing any and all shadows save for the ones beneath the prison mattress. It was unsettling to the young woman to be in a room lacking shadows. She couldn’t put a finger on why that was case. It just felt unnatural. 
 
    Besides the bed there was nothing but a bucket-like contraption bolted down in the opposite corner, most likely for bathroom purposes, and a wooden door with bars in the upper half that acted like a window to the corridor outside. Like the room and the rest of the tower it was in, the walls were smooth and dark grey and made of an unknown material.  
 
    She had been brought to the room last night by the Tower Lords and was currently awaiting her ‘trial.’ She snorted at that. They just needed a scapegoat! As much as she’d wanted to end his miserable life, Dora had not harmed Krave in any way. It would have been foolish to try.  
 
    Someone was framing her, and by extension the Yellowmoon Menagerie. She stood up from her bed, wiping the last of the sleep from her eyes. This would not stand! 
 
    “Hey, anyone out there?” Dora called out as she walked up to the barred door. “I want to speak with Lord Tiegan! I’m innocent!” 
 
    Nothing. No heavy footfalls, or shouts at her to shut up and wait. No mocking laughter, or cries of fear and suffering from other incarcerated victims. Just silence. 
 
    With an explosive sigh she returned to the bed and flopped onto it, feeling the soft mattress flex beneath her. 
 
    ‘This must be how the keep their prisoners complacent and avoid attempts at jail breaks,’ Dora thought as she glared at the bed. ‘No one would ever want to leave something this fluffy behind.’ 
 
    The Healer dearly wanted to examine the bed with her magic to see if it was enchanted or not, and maybe copy the spellwork if it was, but the damned silver cuffs around her wrists effectively sealed her abilities off.  
 
    She looked at the offending objects with a scowl. Silver and high-grade steel, etched with runes to redirect any attempts at external mana manipulation away from the body before it could even begin to solidify into a spell.  
 
    Only a master mage could bypass these restraints and cast magic while trapped. Or someone with a potent Bloodline Trait that could allow them to use something other than their hands to cast spells with.  
 
    Part of Dora suffered a hit of melancholy at that, thoughts of Kari drifting into her mind. She shook her head violently. No time for that! 
 
    “Damn it! Is anyone out there?!” she shouted. Straining her ears to catch the faintest of sounds, she slumped when there was nothing for several minutes. 
 
    “Just my luck,” Dora snorted. 
 
    As she was about to collapse onto the bed faint echoes could suddenly be heard. Tensing, she returned to the door and peered past the bars, and a breath of relief escaped her.  
 
    Lord Tiegan himself was walking down the corridor flanked by a pair of armored soldiers. Upon arriving at Dora’s cell the elderly man gave a thin smile. 
 
    “Hello again, Miss Dora. I don’t believe we’ve ever actually talked before now. Such a shame.” 
 
    “Greetings as well, Lord Tiegan,” Dora replied politely. 
 
    “I am quite sorry for this inconvenience, but you are sadly one of the prime suspects in Dominick Krave’s death,” the greying haired man said.  
 
    “I didn’t kill him!” Dora protested, grabbing onto the bars and pushing her face up close to stare at the Lord of the East Tower. 
 
    “Perhaps not, but you’re one of the few people without a collar to be as close to the deceased lord as you were over the past few weeks. Unfortunately, that puts you rather high on a very short list.” 
 
    “What does being uncollared have to do with anything?” Dora demanded. 
 
    “All slaves within the walls of Annod Bol are collared, as you know. What many don’t know is that a slave cannot try to harm any of the Tower Lords as long as they are within the city thanks to a wide scale spell tied to the runes on the collars, regardless of who wears them or made them. Not even if ordered can a slave attempt to damage me or Krave. As such, only a free person, like yourself, could have brought about the Lord of the West Tower’s death.” 
 
    “I’m a Healer! Plus, I’d never try to kill Krave, as much as I loathed him! He held my family’s life in the palm of his sweaty hand!” Dora argued. 
 
    “All true. Sadly, just because you are a Healer doesn’t mean much for your defense. After all, you’re not technically one, right? You’ve said so repeatedly.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but, I mean…” 
 
    “Miss Dora, I assure you that you and the Yellowmoon Menagerie will come to no harm. Unless you’re proven guilty, of course, but if you’re so adamant on denying your involvement I’m sure it will turn out fine,” Tiegan cut in. The half-orc was unsure if he was being sarcastic or not with that last sentence. 
 
    “Anyways, try to stay comfortable while we sort this out.” 
 
    “How long will I have to wait for a trial?” Dora inquired. Lord Tiegan’s expression soured. 
 
    “It might take a while. The city is on the verge of anarchy. The slaves are unhappy with our decision to arrest you and I’m forced to focus much of my attention on quelling this unrest. It may be a month before you’re given due process.” 
 
    “A month!” Dora exclaimed. 
 
    “Indeed. I do apologize for that.” Tiegan reached into a pocket on his finely made trousers and removed a small iron idol. “Here, a consolation gift. One of your crew mates, Reesh I believe, wanted me to give you this to keep you company in your cell.” 
 
    With shaking hands Dora accepted the miniature effigy of Naliot. Squat and made of cast iron, it was a simple, inelegant tool for prayer no bigger than a fist.  
 
    She’d never prayed to the Chained God, but it was something to spruce up the dreary room. And it proved her family was thinking of her. She offered Tiegan a weak smile of thanks and retreated to the bed. 
 
    Lord Tiegan merely nodded and turned to leave, leaving the half-orc to her solitary confinement. 
 
    . 
 
    “Bored. Bored. Bored,” Dora grunted, each utterance of ‘bored’ accompanying a grunt of effort as she did push-ups on the floor next to her bed.  
 
    Working out was one of the few things she could do besides sleep in the empty cell, and trying to keep herself occupied she dove into it with a passion. 
 
    Three days had gone by since Tiegan had visited. The only other person she’d seen since then was the guard who brought her food and water twice a day. The man was a silent one, never speaking or making a sound. Dora half believed he was mute with the lack of noise he made. 
 
    With a huff Dora finished her reps for the day, sitting down on the floor and panting softly. As she caught her breath, her attention was brought to the tiny idol of Naliot once more. Every day since she had received it her attention drifted towards the religious artifact but she resisted its allure. It sat under her bed, her only link to the outside world.  
 
    She kept it close, but hadn’t been able to bring herself to pray with it. It was a conduit of a dark god, after all.  
 
    However, in the pale blue light of her cell, the shadows cast by the bed on the idol made it look alive, almost as if the god in miniature was watching her. Staring. Judging. 
 
    “Fine! Damn your gift, Reesh, and damn me for using it,” Dora muttered angrily after staring back at the object for a while. She grabbed it and placed the iron artifact on the edge of her cot and settled into a cross-legged stance.  
 
    It didn’t matter what position a person took when they prayed. On their knees, cross-legged, on a bench, even upside down. As long as devotion and a desire to speak with the gods was present any style would suffice. 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a shaky breath. “Oh Lord Naliot, great master of chains and binder of men. I have never prayed to you before, but seeing as you are the god of capture and imprisonment, perhaps you might extend to me a boon so I might free myself?” 
 
    Dora paused, searching for her next words. “I hope this doesn’t sound flippant or anything. It’s been awhile since I’ve truly prayed or made vows on any deity, so I’m a tad rusty.” 
 
    Another pause. Nothing seemed to change around her or within her, and a frown took over the half-orc Healer’s face. 
 
    “Is it because I’ve never prayed before that you refuse to speak to me? Or are you like Cynthia and the rest of the Divine Family; staying silent and waiting for us to make our own choices?” Bitterness flooded Dora’s voice. “Fine. I suppose this was a stretch. Sorry for bothering you, oh trapper of souls.” 
 
    “My dear, you could never bother me. In fact, I relish the opportunity to speak with someone who isn’t bending over backwards to please me just to get a blessing or two.” 
 
    Dora stiffened as the unknown voice reached her ears. A lump of nervousness appeared in her throat and she swallowed it with an audible gulp. 
 
    “Lord Naliot? Is that you?” 
 
    “Why don’t you open your eyes and see for yourself.” 
 
    The young green skinned maiden obeyed, eyes flickering open. Her jaw dropped as she beheld her surroundings.  
 
    She was no longer in her grey jail cell. Instead she was seated in an iron cage, not unlike the ones that the Menagerie used to transport dangerous beasts. Said cage was on a yellow and brown carpet, which covered the floor of a wooden cabin.  
 
    Though cabin was perhaps the wrong word for it. It was too large and decorated for a mere ‘cabin’ like one would find in a poor village or town. The dwelling was made of rich dark wood and was filled with colorful tapestries and gilded artifacts. Whips, prods, and Mancatchers of countless designs and materials covered the walls like trophies. Chains made of gold, silver, bronze, and iron hung from the roof like festive streamers, while miniature cages covered every conceivable surface. Within them were tiny toys. 
 
    No, on closer inspection they held actual people and animals, shrunk down to fit inside their containers! 
 
    Before her was a being enveloped by an immense aura. On a throne made from dozens of small cages stacked together sat a male humanoid wrapped head to toe in chains. Only his mouth could be seen properly, though two copper orbs of lights peered out from the links in the chains that bound his head. 
 
    “Naliot,” Dora whispered in awe. 
 
    “Yes, ‘tis indeed I. Bask in my radiance, child. Feel honored that I am the first god to grace your eyes,” the Chained One uttered, holding his arms wide as if to receive applause. And he did, from the countless prisoners surrounding him. 
 
    “So, how might I serve my latest visitor?” 
 
    “I wish to be free. Though since that is unlikely to be granted, how about some tips on escaping myself?” Dora asked, hiding her fear deep inside as she spoke. She had no idea what had possessed her to speak in such a crass manner to a freaking god, but she just kept talking against her better judgement. 
 
    Thankfully, Naliot did not appear to be offended. The only acknowledgment he gave was a tilt of his head as he appraised the woman and her request. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot wave my hand and unlock the door to your prison cell. I mean, I could, but what purpose would it serve me to do so? All who are in bondage serve me and my power, so why would I release someone who gives me strength?” 
 
    “So, you draw power from slavery. I suppose I should have known, given your moniker,” Dora sighed in defeat. For some reason though the god took on an offended air at that comment. 
 
    “’Twas mortals who gave to me the designation of ‘God of Slavers.’ ‘Twas not my original purpose. Or my intent.” 
 
    “Your powers and blessings are used to keep people locked up. Your name is inscribed on every slave-collar. Be they in prison for a crime or enslaved for other purposes, you are the one they curse or plead towards,” Dora replied. 
 
    Naliot snorted and shifted his body slightly. The chains wrapped around his body creaked and groaned and grated. 
 
    “Dear child, I am the embodiment of more than mere jailers and slavers. I am deprivation and restraint. I am loss and gain.” Naliot leaned in to the Healer who cowered under the god’s unblinking gaze. “And I am punishment and purpose. It is not my fault mortals fear such things, and forget the one Truth of existence.”  
 
    “And what truth would that be?” Dora demanded, though it came out shakier than she’d hoped. 
 
    “That there is no such thing as freedom.” 
 
    “What?! That’s ridiculous!”  
 
    “Is it?” Naliot leaned back in his throne of metal and prisoners as he regarded the child before him. “Can you walk on walls? Fly through the air? Bathe in lava?” 
 
    “Well, no, but with spells…” 
 
    “Bah! Shortcuts and temporary lies to befuddle reality! You see, little one, that there are rules everywhere, even if they are unknown to you. Why can a bird fly, but not, say, elves, even if they flap their arms? The answer is wings, but also, rules of nature. Of evolution and aerodynamics.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with those two terms,” Dora admitted.  
 
    “Understandable. They come from a realm far more scientifically advanced than yours. But that is beside the point. More than mere laws laid down by mortals and their governments, there are some that exist in reality by dint of being part of said reality. If there was true, absolute freedom, mortals could walk upside down in the air while it rained gravy. But it is not possible to do so. Because there are rules in place to stop such things from happening.” 
 
    Naliot’s expression turned dark. “It’s thanks to those rules we are even alive right now. Aun’s commandments are all that keep the Void from swallowing us up whenever it pleases.” 
 
    “So, you see, rules and bindings are a good thing. They are what I am made of. I am older than Kardale, the so-called ‘God of Justice,’ and I was serving as Judge, Jury, and Jailer long before he stepped in. Mortals are who twisted my existence into something darker and less wholesome.” 
 
    “Eventually, what happened to me will happen to poor little Selika as well,” Naliot said sadly as he thought of Cynthia’s eldest child. “Even if it comes with a pretty face, death is something that is feared. She will be twisted and reshaped by the very believers she serves.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with me?” Dora asked, putting aside all of the Chained God’s words for the moment. “If you’re not going to help me escape, why bother bringing me here to your realm?” 
 
    “No reason, really. I was just curious. It’s not every century someone with a soul like yours prays to me,” Naliot admitted.  
 
    “You brought me here just to talk?” Dora inquired incredulously. Unconsciously she brought a hand over her chest at the mention of her soul. Why did that cause such uneasy feelings in her? 
 
    “Indeed. I was curious as to how someone like you ended up in the company of Scarrot Yellowmoon.” At the orc’s name, Naliot’s grim expression turned thoughtful. 
 
    “He is one of the few beings who understands me. Emulates me. He wraps himself in chains to bind his heart and mind so he never suffers again. They call him my Paladin, a champion who embodies my strength and greatness thanks to my divine blessings, yet I have never given him more than what he asked for. All his strength of both body and mind they fear? That is all his own effort and power.” 
 
    “He’s a bitter and cold man,” Dora spat, rubbing her throat as phantom pains stung her. 
 
    “True. But he has every reason to be. Think about that.” 
 
    Dora grimaced but nodded her head all the same. It would do her no good to anger a god. Well, anymore then she might have already with her flippant attitude and words. 
 
    Naliot merely smirked down at her and made an arcane gesture with his hand. Power bubbled up from the action and despite her bindings Dora felt the magic suffuse her entire being. 
 
    “Remember, child of lilies, it is one thing to be free, it is another to be happy. If you take nothing else from our meeting, then let it be this: Balance is Key.” 
 
    Her eyes shot open. 
 
    “Wha-what?” She looked around the cell in confusion. But she had been in another world just seconds ago! 
 
    “Urgh, what in the Hells,” Dora groaned as she felt a headache creep up on her.  
 
    “Can’t believe I expected anything helpful from a god. They help those who help themselves, after all,” she grumbled and slapped both hands down on the cot.  
 
    At that action the metal idol of Naliot, perched precariously on the mattress edge, wobbled violently. Dora sucked in a breath and watched as it bobbled and then slowly tipped over, smacking into the floor with an audible clunk. 
 
    Dora winced as the clang of iron on grey tile echoed through her room and more than likely through the hall beyond. However, no one came to admonish her. After her nerves settled a look of confusion crossed over her face as she stared at the fallen idol. 
 
    Tentatively Dora picked up the metal effigy and peered at it. Solid metal shouldn’t make such a hollow sounding clunk. She carefully looked it over until she spotted a thin line around Naliot’s neck. Without her superior orchish eyesight she wouldn’t have noticed it under the pale blue light. 
 
    And if the idol hadn’t lost its balance on the cot she’d never have heard the difference. 
 
    “Balance is the key, huh?” Dora mused, reflecting on the Chained One’s last words. She gripped the head of effigy and twisted. It took a few times to find the right way to remove the head but when it came off she stifled a gasp. 
 
    Inside the hollowed out interior of the handheld statue were three familiar color-coded ceramic jars.  
 
    Dora gingerly removed the containers of alchemical salve she had received from Reed way back when in Creidor. She’d all but forgotten them in the turmoil of the trek to Annod Bol and the subsequent excitement within and around its walls. 
 
    “Alright, message received. Thanks, Lord Naliot,” Dora whispered to herself. After putting the idol’s head back on she swore she saw it wink at her. 
 
    The next few hours were practically torture. She planned on making her escape after dinner was delivered and the dishes from breakfast picked up. Now that she had a goal waiting was painful. 
 
    But finally, the guard came and went, and after consuming the meal for energy she popped off the tiny metal effigy’s head like a cork and removed the yellow jar.  
 
    Daintily, Dora dabbed her left index finger in the Salve of Sharpness and got a bit of the enchanted oil on it. Then, she slid the tip of her finger along the edge of the cell door’s hinges. It took a bit of time and effort, but at last she had managed to cut through it allowing her to move the door slightly out of its frame.  
 
    The young Healer was thankful the door was not made of the same mysterious grey material as the rest of the room. Had it been so, she doubted her enchanted finger alone would have been enough. 
 
    Once done, she gathered the other two tiny jars and hid them in a pocket of her clothes alongside the Salve of Sharpness. Slipping out of the compromised cell, Dora crept down the hallway in the opposite direction from where the guard came. She wasn’t sure where she was exactly, but hopefully she’d find a way out soon. 
 
    At the end of the corridor the half-orc encountered a door. Mostly wood, like the one at her jail cell. And locked, much to her disappointment. With a little more Sharpness Salve her problem was solved. Though instead of taking her time to undo the door via its hinges, she just jabbed it into the lock, cutting it to pieces. 
 
    “Damn, this stuff is good,” Dora muttered in awe as her finger acted like a finely crafted iron dagger on the innocent obstruction. “I have to ask Reed where he got it so I can buy some more. Who care about price, this stuff is amazing!”  
 
    With the door now open, Dora peered out into yet another corridor, also uniformly grey and dull. She sighed in annoyance but crept out. It was better than nothing.  
 
    ‘Alright, I just need a person who can tell me where I am and where I need to go to find Kari,’ Dora thought to herself. She planned on making her way to the only other person she knew in the tower to try and clear her name with the raven-haired beauty’s help. It should be easy with her two Bloodline Traits, right? 
 
    Stalking through the winding maze that was the tower, Dora found her patience growing thin. Everything looked the same in here! Only occasionally did something break the monotony of grey, grey, and oooh look, more grey! Vases full of bright flowers and masterfully done paintings and sculptures were the most common, but even then it was hard to navigate. 
 
    Luck appeared to be on the green skinned maiden’s side when a maid appeared around a bend, almost running into Dora. The woman stiffened in shock at the half-orc’s appearance, and once she noticed a lack of a collar around her neck, the maid opened her mouth to scream. 
 
    Dora could not afford that and clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Not a peep out of you, please!” Dora ordered. She pushed the maid up against the wall after a quick look around the area. She then faced the woman, who had a bronze ring around her neck, marking her as a slave. 
 
    “Which of the towers am I in?” 
 
    “The West Tower, formerly belonging to Master Dominick Krave,” the woman whispered after Dora removed her palm from her mouth. 
 
    “Formerly?” 
 
    “Now that he is dead, it falls to someone else to take control of it. At the moment, Lord Tiegan is in charge,” she explained. Dora did not miss the glee in the woman’s voice when she spoke of Krave’s current state.  
 
    “Ok then. Where is Kari being held? You know, the woman with two Bloodline Traits,” Dora questioned next. 
 
    “In the upper floors, near Master Krave’s former quarters. It can only be accessed via elevator.” 
 
    “Where’s the nearest one of those?” Dora inquired, but the maid shook her head. 
 
    “Even if I took you there, you could not use it. First off, it requires four mages to power it, and they would realize you are not a servant or slave here and apprehend you. And third, only authorized personnel can manipulate the runes to make it work.” 
 
    “Who does have permission, then?” Dora demanded.  
 
    “Master Krave and now Master Tiegan, naturally, any of the lord’s personal guard, the heads of staff, and a select few maids. It’s programmed into our collars in that case,” the maid revealed. 
 
    The Healer noticed the shifty glances the woman was giving, and Dora narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “I command you to tell me if you have access to the so-called ‘elevator,’” Dora spoke. The maid winced but remained close-lipped. The half-orc snarled even as her stomach churned at what she was about to do. 
 
    “I invoke my authority as a Servant of Naliot to command you,” uttered Dora with a grimace as she did so. “My word is law. Speak and Obey, the chains compel you.” 
 
    It had been a long time since she had spoken override codes for a slavery collar. All of them had such a thing, and all slave traders had their own. But most of the passcodes used were similar with only trace differences. This one had been taught to her by Scarrot himself. Supposedly it was a universal override.  
 
    Slave merchants needed to have a way to control their merchandise in the event the buyer refused payment or died. That way, the slaver could retain a way to order slaves around even after the contract changed hands. That was why all slave collars had this feature built into them. 
 
    Dora hated using this ability. It not only caused slaves discomfort as their will was forcibly usurped, but it also went against all of the Divine Family’s precepts of freedom and choice. 
 
    Thankfully her code seemed to work for this particular collar and the maid gasped as the runes flared to life. The gambit paid off as she nodded. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I have permission to use the elevators.” 
 
    “Take me there, get me inside, and bring me to Kari’s room,” Dora commanded, and the woman bowed her head submissively.  
 
    The walk towards the moving room was a tense one, but no other people could be seen. Upon questioning the maid as to why that was, she explained. 
 
    “It’s rather late at night right now. Not to mention that with the city on lockdown due to slaves outside the towers running rampant, few of us are willing to bring much attention to ourselves lest the guards get nervous and decide to detain us for ‘interrogation,’” the maid said, disgust in her voice. 
 
    “Then why are you out and about?”  
 
    “I drew the short straw for cleaning duties.” Dora nodded sympathetically. 
 
    Once the pair reached the elevator the maid hesitated before summoning it. After a few seconds the doors slid open, admitting them. Though the collared mages were surprised by Dora’s appearance next to the uniformed woman, a second round of her slaver passcode silenced any complaints. 
 
    “Here we are, Lady Kari’s room,” the maid said after a quick ride up on the elevator.  
 
    The door to the extraordinarily blessed woman actually had some color to it that wasn’t grey. A purple claw marked the front of it revealing to all who owned this domain. Although now that Krave was dead, how much longer would it be before Tiegan’s green vulture decorated it? 
 
    “Thank you for the help. Don’t tell anyone about this,” Dora instructed. The maid bowed stiffly before stalking away to return to her duties.  
 
    As the maid left, Dora rapidly knocked on the door. After a moment a grumble could be heard on the other side followed by a shuffle. 
 
    “Who is it…?” Kari demanded as she opened up, only to be pushed back into the interior of the room by Dora. The half-orc quickly closed the door behind her after checking that no one was watching. 
 
    The room was rather sparse. There was a four-poster bed with plush sheets and fluffy pillows, while a mahogany desk and dresser stood to one side. A soft carpet covered the floor. 
 
    The only thing missing to make this room more homey would be an actual window. Instead the only light came from a chandelier which gave off a similar blue glow as the lamp in Dora’s cell. 
 
    “Dora? What in the Hells are you doing here?” the raven-haired slave inquired, shock written across her face. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed, but I broke out of prison,” the Healer said. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Yeah, I got accused of murdering Krave, and am now a convenient patsy,” Dora explained. “Right now, I need your help to prove my innocence and find the actual perpetrator.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all? Then look no further, you found her.” 
 
    “First, we need to sneak out and find Krave’s corpse so you can use your Divine Eyes of Appraisal… wait, what?” 
 
    Dora looked over at Kari in confusion as the collared woman sat down on the bed. 
 
    “Yes, it was me, I murdered the fat pig. Hurray, you solved the crime!” Kari said, her words accompanied by a round of sarcastic clapping. 
 
    “Bu-How?” Dora demanded, flopping down onto the desk while staring at Kari. “You’re wearing a slave-collar, you shouldn’t have been able to harm him!” 
 
    “Funny thing about that,” Kari said as she flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Did you know that magical energy will naturally gravitate towards the most suitable host? And in most cases that means organic lifeforms or their immediate remains.” 
 
    “Of course! It’s why Undead and Dire Breed appear in regions with lots of Ambient Mana. Their bodies suck up any spare magic they can.” 
 
    Kari nodded along with Dora’s explanation. She folded her hands in her lap as she looked at the half-orc before revealing how she bypassed the collar’s safeguards. 
 
    “The first thing you have to understand is that performing a Mana Manipulation ceremony, like the one I had to use to fill up the Aegis Sphere’s key, takes incredible precision not to have spare mana drift around and end up in other people.” 
 
    A cruel smile split Kari’s face. “Now, what would happen if, for example, when a vast amount of magical energy is being released into the area, someone ‘accidentally’ misplaced some mana into nearby targets? Like, say, an obese human body?” 
 
    “That would cause severe damage to a person’s body!” Dora gasped. “There’s a reason why Healers have to spend so much time learning how to use seemingly simple spells! It needs care and precision. If there is too much mana inside a person, it becomes a poison! And mana from a different person can cause complications like organ failures and tumors!” 
 
    Kari gave a maniacal laugh at the Healer’s horrified expression. “Exactly! There was so much raw energy in the air during those ceremonies it was child’s play to direct some of it into that purple clad pig. And you know what else? Despite all my ‘harmful intentions,’ the collar couldn’t pick up on them through the thick haze of magical power saturating the ritual sites.” 
 
    “Then, then, what am I going to do?” Dora whispered as she slumped in defeat. Kari raised a delicate eyebrow. 
 
    “Pardon? All you have to do is turn me in and your name will be cleared. Easy.”  
 
    “I could do that, but do you think I want to throw you under the wagon wheels for that?” Dora demanded, glaring at the older woman. “I actually like you, Kari, and I sure as all the Hells do not grieve for that slaving slimeball! I was hoping, praying almost, that we could find the criminal and prove my innocence and win your freedom!” 
 
    Dora buried her face in her hands. “But that’s all gone up in flames.” 
 
    The young Healer could feel tears pricking at her eyes, trying to get out. She resisted. Not now. Not again. Tears were weakness. She had to be strong. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Kari said after a deep pause. Dora looked up, hope kindled in her chest. 
 
    “Lord Tiegan doesn’t really care about who killed Krave. He just needs a proper scapegoat to blame and show off to the city. One that no one will contest out loud.” 
 
    “You have someone in mind?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Better. A whole group!” Kari said excitedly. Her expression turned serious. “Do you know about a cult known as Rapture Dawn?” 
 
    “Rapture Dawn… hmm, sounds familiar,” Dora mused. “Oh, wait! Aren’t they the orgy guys?” 
 
    Kari slapped her forehead in exasperation. “Oh, you poor sheltered summer child. They’re not just people who hold orgies, they’re a demon worshipping cult that revere the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, one of the Thirteen Demon Lords and embodiment of perversion and vices.” 
 
    “Oh. Oooh, those guys,” Dora said as realization glimmered in her eyes. “I remember reading about her in my theology study for becoming a Healer. Did you know that when the Queen Swathed in Vermillion tried to corrupt Nia when the Maiden Goddess was newly born Lady Cynthia ripped out her eyes in retaliation? And to this day no matter what form she takes, the Queen can never alter what her eyes look like? It’s why all of her shapes have to wear a golden veil to hide her hideous appearance!” 
 
    “That’s lovely, but we need to focus here,” Kari said, snapping Dora’s attention back to the matter at hand.  
 
    “During the ride to and from the dig site I’ve been able to get a few good looks at the people that I pass by. And thanks to my eyes, I’ve identified who’s part of Rapture Dawn within the city. We trail them back to their base, we can gut the cult’s leadership. In exchange, however, I want you to do something for me.” 
 
    “What is it?” Dora asked. Kari took a deep breath. 
 
    “If I help you track down Rapture Dawn, I want you to free me from my slave collar.” 
 
    “What? But I don’t have the authority to do something like that…” Dora trailed off as her protests died. A thoughtful expression came across her. “No, you’re right, I could do that for you! I’m still registered as your handler! And that means I can cancel the contract anytime I wish now that Krave is dead!” 
 
    Kari bobbed her head in agreement, raven locks almost flying with the force.  
 
    Dora stuck out her hand towards her, and the two eagerly shook hands.  
 
    “The deal’s struck, then. Now, before we go and hunt down some demon worshippers, we need someone who knows about Rapture Dawn to fill us in on tips and tricks for sneaking into the ranks,” Kari said.  
 
    “I think I know just the person, actually,” Dora said, thinking back to a certain member of the Yellowmoon Menagerie.  
 
    . 
 
    “Reesh, Kari and I need your help.” 
 
    The handyman paused in the doorway leading to his room, a bottle of cheap alcohol in hand. He glanced down at the bottle, then up to the bed which had suddenly sprouted two beautiful women, one of which was supposed to be locked up in one of the towers. Reesh looked back down to the bottle before sighing and entering the room, making sure to close the door behind him. 
 
    “Do I want to know how you escaped?” He asked, sitting cross legged on the floor facing the two intruders. 
 
    “It’s better if you don’t,” Kari admitted, giving a dismissive wave of her hand. 
 
    “Like I was saying, Reesh, we need your help,” Dora said, miffed at the way her male friend was acting. Would it kill him to act a bit more surprised at their daring escape?  
 
    Well, not that it was all that difficult. The half-orc was almost insulted by how easy it was to bypass the patrols in the West Tower and then on the way to the Yellowmoon’s barracks. What in the Hells had Krave been doing with their training? 
 
    “And what do you little jailbirds need from me?” Reesh asked, taking a swig of his booze. 
 
    “We need you to tell us about Rapture Dawn.” 
 
    Reesh immediately regretted his decision to drink and choked on the liquid, coughing it up in his surprise. 
 
    “What?” His voice turned chilly and a shiver of dread ran down the two young women’s spines as he glared balefully at them. 
 
    “It was them, wasn’t it?” Dora said quietly, staring back at Reesh fearlessly. “Rapture Dawn was the cult that tried to sacrifice you. It was they whom you fled from all those years ago. I figured it out.” 
 
    She got off the bed and knelt before the repairman.  
 
    “Please, help us. We need to know this. With the information you give us, we can frame them for the murder of Krave and get me off the hook.” 
 
    His angry expression softened, though there was still plenty of bitterness in his gaze.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll help. If you can hurt them, then I’m all for it.” Reesh reached out and grabbed Dora’s wrist, pulling her close. “But after this, do not ever speak of them to me again. Never mention it, never hint at it. My past is my own, and I do not appreciate being used like this.” 
 
    Dora nodded. “Of course. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are. And that’s why I’ll help,” Reesh sighed. “Listen closely, because I won’t tell you again. The best way to infiltrate the cult and blend in is…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Demons in the dark 
 
      
 
    “This is so undignified!” Kari hissed over at Dora. Her companion grimaced. 
 
    “I know, but this is the easiest way! Just put up with it for now!” 
 
    “I’m wearing a leather thong! It keeps trying to put itself up my…!” 
 
    Dora shushed the dark-haired woman next to her as they approached a large stone building that hugged the northern wall of Annod Bol.  
 
    The structure was in a region that was furthest from the entrance and the six imposing towers as possible while still remaining protected behind the city’s defenses. This area was slightly more lawless than the rest of the city, which wasn’t saying much, and as such it doubled as a slum for the drunks, miscreants and wastrels that seemed to infest every settlement the world over.  
 
    This particular building was a seedy tavern used as a front by the Rapture Dawn cult. It had been a simple matter for Kari to pinpoint a cultist with her unique eyes and then follow them, but blending in would require more finesse and preparation. It would be necessary to find enough dirt on them so that Lord Tiegan would shift his focus onto the cultists. 
 
    And to do that, a certain dress code had to be adhered to. 
 
    “Never seen you two before. New to the city?” a bouncer outside the establishment inquired as he looked the pair of women over. 
 
    Dora shifted a bit so the cloak she was wearing moved aside to show off a part of what was being worn underneath. 
 
    “Indeed. And we’re looking forward to meeting up with new brethren. The road here was very long and lonely,” Dora simpered, playing her part. Kari huffed but shimmied a bit in place so the muscleman at the door could see under her robes as well. 
 
    The man nodded appreciatively and stepped aside, permitting them entry. The two entered, fake smiles plastered on their faces all the while. 
 
    “When we’re done here, please smack your friend upside the head for me,” Kari whispered over to the Healer. Dora nodded. Helpful or not, these outfits were ridiculous!   
 
    The members of Rapture Dawn could be politely described as “evil perverts.” And in order to successfully bluff their way in, Dora and Kari were forced to wear horrible, salacious outfits. 
 
    Dora was in a transparent silk negligee with her important parts hidden by straps of black leather. At least she was still allowed to wear her heavy boots. Her formerly blonde hair hung loose on her head with a passable dye job turning it a messy red. And in the poor lighting her pale green skin looked like the result of a disease rather than ancestry. She looked damned good as a perverse heretic, if she did say so herself. 
 
    As for Kari, her outfit was nothing but white leather, her modesty preserved only by precise placement of belts, straps, and buckles. Around her neck was a cloth choker that obscured her slave-collar. It all contrasted well with her black hair which had been styled to lie in front of her face like a veil. She was still sexy as sin, but now she radiated a fearsome allure. She looked part warrior-woman, part shaman.  
 
    The pair of women stalked over to the bar and ordered drinks, surreptitiously observing their surroundings as they sipped at their drinks. After a quick cast of Detect Poison, of course. 
 
    “Alright, where would the cultists meet?” Dora whispered to her friend.  
 
    “Attic or basement. Both places are great to hide things from prying eyes,” Kari asserted. Her eyes glowed briefly as she used her powers. Thanks to the hood she wore the shadows obscured their luminescence. She pointed to a door in the far wall. 
 
    “I’ve seen a few people with Rapture Dawn’s mark heading through that door, ever since we arrived. I think that’s where we should make our move first.” 
 
    Dora nodded and drained her mug for the liquid courage within. As they headed over hands fell onto their shoulders. They froze in their tracks. 
 
    “I heard from the doorman that you two ladies are new arrivals to our fair city.”  
 
    Dora and Kari turned around to face the interrupter and blanched. The ‘man’ that had grabbed them was wearing a corset and thong, high-heeled shoes, and heavy makeup. Nothing else. 
 
    “Where are you from, dear handmaidens of our beloved Queen Swathed in Vermillion?” The transvestite asked, an unsettling smile over his face. 
 
    “We trickled over from Patches,” Kari lied smoothly, being the first to recover from their host’s appearance. “Our dear covenant was overrun by meddlesome Paladins some time ago.” 
 
    “Ah, such a sorry business, that. Why can’t the Whore Goddess’s minions just leave us alone?” 
 
    “Because Cynthia is a busybody,” Dora offered up. The ‘man’ laughed, slapping them on their shoulders.  
 
    “That she is! Forgive me for my suspicions, dear sisters, but as you’ve no doubt seen for yourself, Annod Bol is a bit ‘unsettled’ right now.” 
 
    Dora nodded. She’d seen the fires in the distance, and heard the screams. It wouldn’t be long before everything became even worse. It was important to prove her innocence so the slaves would stop rioting.  
 
    “We were interested in laying low for a while, since the Paladins could still be on our tail. Everyone knows they’d never enter Annod Bol, though,” Kari continued. “Perhaps you could accommodate?” 
 
    “More than happily!” their host declared. “Come this way, I’ll find you some proper rooms.” 
 
    The ‘man’ led them through the door they’d been trying to enter earlier, and they found themselves descending into the bowels of the tavern and the city. 
 
    “What are these?” Dora asked, trailing a hand over a protruding grey pipe. The whole of the basement was a massive place, the ceiling and walls covered in thick pipes that snaked everywhere. 
 
    “Part of the water purification system for the city,” the owner of the bar explained. “These carry water all over the city, both purified and dirty. No one is sure how it works, and no one is interested in trying to figure it out, lest their tampering ruin the system and leaves us without water.” 
 
    “The city is surprisingly clean. I’ve never seen such an advanced sewer system before,” Kari noted as she eyed it all with discreetly glowing eyes, analyzing the machinery to try and replicate it on her own later. “Say what you want about the Titans, but they knew how to build!” 
 
    They were led to a vast underground warehouse. Instead of being full of boxes and crates and assorted packed goods, it was covered in soft cushions, silk veils, and a thick, cloying cloud of heady perfume.  
 
    What was most noticeable though was the writhing, twisting carpet of flesh that occupied most of the room. 
 
    “It seems like some of our members just could not wait,” the ‘man’ who escorted them said with a chuckle. He smiled indulgently as he looked over the festivities.  
 
    “Wh-what’s the occasion?” Dora choked out as she gagged slightly on the musk in the air and tried not to look directly at anyone.  
 
    “Oh, we’re celebrating the fact we are about to finally achieve what we failed to do twenty years ago!” 
 
    It took all of Dora’s willpower not to react. She knew a bit about Reesh’s past, and how it tied into this wretched cult. They’d done terrible things to him, which scarred the handyman to this day. 
 
    And now they were planning on reenacting their thwarted plans. Seemed like Dora’s fact-finding mission was about to get a lot more dangerous. 
 
    “Oh, I think I heard about that! Didn’t you try to sacrifice a Healer or something?” Dora finally managed to utter. 
 
    “Yes, but she broke free and caused our ritual to go awry. The magical backlash disrupted all the enslavement collars in the city, causing a massive riot among the slaves which was exacerbated by the murder of their beloved Healer.” 
 
    “So, she was integral to the previous ritual? Then who did you have in mind for the sacrifice this time?” Kari inquired. 
 
    “We need a Healer of Cynthia for our glorious Queen’s summoning ritual. And the Abyss has provided the answer to our prayers! Imprisoned in one of the towers is a trained Healer!” their guide shouted gleefully. 
 
    “We shall attack tomorrow evening. While the city and its guards are distracted by a massive riot we have planned, agents of ours shall sneak into the West Tower and capture her! We shall have our sacrifice!” 
 
    Their escort laughed maniacally, throwing his head back at the thought of the chaos about to be caused. Dora and Kari grimaced and shared a look. They needed to find proof. And soon. 
 
    After their guide settled down, they were led to a series of rooms not unlike barracks. Cots, hammocks, and mattresses were set up everywhere, though in a disorganized mess rather than the strict, disciplined manner the Yellowmoon Menagerie had set up. Some of the beds were occupied, though thankfully the occupants were asleep instead of indulging in Rapture Dawn’s unique form of worship. 
 
    “Find yourselves a free spot to rest, if you wish. It’s nearly time for Midnight Mass though, so if you wish to join, feel free. We’re always glad to have fresh meat to choose from,” the ‘man’ said, winking salaciously at the pair. They managed to overcome their disgust and giggled demurely, deflecting his suggestion. 
 
    Once the transvestite was gone Dora let out a breath of relief and Kari sagged onto a bed. 
 
    “That was disturbing.” 
 
    “To say the least!” Kari agreed wholeheartedly. She looked around to make sure no one had overheard and motioned for Dora to join her. The disguised Healer did so, careful to avoid the odd stains on the sheets. 
 
    “How are we going to reveal their plot to Tiegan?” Dora whispered. “What can we bring back as evidence?” 
 
    “A copy of the ritual would be preferable,” Kari said after thinking for a moment. “Other than that, we could knock someone unconscious with your Salve of Slumber and drag them back for interrogation.”  
 
    “That might be hard to do,” Dora muttered, glancing at the slumbering semi-naked revelers nearby. She could not imagine carting off any of these scantily clad people without attracting some kind of attention. 
 
    “Then evidence of the ritual it is, then,” Kari declared firmly. She stood up. “Let’s go spy on their mass. They might reveal some idea of where they’ll be holding the summoning.” 
 
    The two crept along the underground bunker, trying to act as if they belonged. Only a few other cultists overtook them, and they were all heading in the same direction. It made trying to find their gathering spot easier. 
 
    They came to a new room, one that was set up not unlike a regular church, except that instead of benches there were plush cushions, and the altar was soaked with blood and other noisome bodily fluids. And instead of a quintet of caring deities a foul, tentacle-eyed monstrosity presided over the area, carved from ichor stained stone. 
 
    There was no door, merely a gauze curtain separating it from the hall. Outside the entrance Dora and Kari peered inside, holding the veil up slightly so they could see what was going on inside. 
 
    Dozens of supplicants were abasing themselves in front of the altar. Their form of prayer involved touching and fondling themselves, and they moaned in pleasure while sweet-smelling smoke poured out of pink and green flaming torches. 
 
    Dora coughed as the thick scents assailed her, Kari faring no better. She felt hot, her body burning up as everything becoming sensitive. Neither had planned on, or even imagined, aphrodisiac smoke being present. In hindsight, it should have been obvious. Rapture Dawn’s methods of worship was perverted to say the least. 
 
    “Hear our cries, oh, great defiler! Oh, mystical mother, oh, salacious subverter! Answer us, and give us your blessing!” The man leading the ceremony was none other than the owner of the bar upstairs who’d escorted them here. ‘He’ was now sporting black gloves and clutching a rusted and chipped cleaver.  
 
    The air was growing thicker, and Dora fell to her knees. Kari staggered back from the room in an attempt to escape the smog that was beginning to leak out. 
 
    “This was a bad idea,” she gasped, shaking the half-orc’s shoulder. “We need to leave, now!” 
 
    “Wh-what’s happening?” the Healer asked, head swimming from the drugs in the air. 
 
    “Their calls were answered!” Kari said fearfully. “The Queen Swathed in Vermillion is coming!” 
 
    As the words left the raven-haired woman’s lips a thrum of power burst forth from the altar, shaking them to their bones. Screams filled the air and the scent of perfume and rotting meat gushed forth stronger than before. 
 
    Dora glanced up as the stench grew, and immediately regretted it. The statue that had towered above the altar had begun to twitch and writhe, moving in a way utterly alien to stone. Magic oozed from it, a haze clouding the air that was visible even without using Detect Magic or other forms of sensing mana. 
 
    The demonic statue contorted and shrunk, changing from a multi-limbed grotesquery with pits full of tentacles for eyes to an alluring, buxom black-haired maiden, though her eyes were still the same as before. If someone were to ignore the squirming pools of foulness in her face the demon lord’s avatar looked rather similar to Kari. 
 
    “Oh, dear children, how kindly you greet me,” the Queen Swathed in Vermillion cooed, her voice like honey. Her minions gasped in pleasure and convulsed in joy at her praise.  
 
    Dora gritted her teeth as the voice washed over her. She could tell it was laden with magical compulsions, and it took all of her training to resist the foreign magic.  
 
    In order to protect against dangerous magic, be it from ailments their patients suffered or to resist same, all Healers were made to be proficient in holding their own against external magical influences. Her mother had been especially strict on this matter. 
 
    Kari was not as lucky, and the power of the demon’s words causing her to stagger and breathe erratically. For all the power her Bloodline Traits offered her, she’d never been subjected to magical attacks before. Living a sheltered and wealthy life and then being kidnapped, the merchant’s daughter had never had a chance to learn to defend herself. 
 
    “It seems we have some guests,” the Vermillion Queen said, glancing over to where Dora and Kari hid. “One of them shall make a most pleasant sacrifice.  
 
    She beckoned in the green skinned Healer’s direction. “Bring her here, if you would, darling.” 
 
    Before Dora knew what was happening Kari pounced on her, tackling her to the floor and causing the silken screen to fall away, revealing them to the cultists and summoned demon. 
 
    “Kari, what are you doing?!” Dora cried. A look at her face confirmed her fears; clouded and glassy, her dark-haired companion was no longer in her right mind. 
 
    “They are sisters fleeing from Paladins, my luscious lady,” the transvestite cult leader explained as Dora was dragged towards the altar by a possessed Kari. 
 
    “Is that so?” the Queen’s avatar mused, clearly aware that it was not the case. Still, the demon took the chance to turn the situation to her advantage.  
 
    “In that case, to reward their suffering, I shall allow them to join my side!” 
 
    “Oh, such a kind and caring mistress!” the ‘man’ cried, weeping obscenely in devotion. 
 
    Dora struggled valiantly, but it was all for naught. More cultists rushed over and helped Kari manhandle her into position on the stained altar, tying the half-orc down with rope.  
 
    The drugs in the air were affecting her badly. The orcish trait of a superior sense of smell meant that the burning chemicals from the enchanted flames influenced Dora worse than a full human. Her mind was slipping and there was nothing she could do, in spite of her training as a Healer. 
 
    “I had not expected to find such a boon so soon, little pet of Cynthia,” the Queen Swathed in Vermillion whispered into Dora’s ear as she circled her, observing the half-orc like a piece of meat. “That you would stumble into my clutches means I can come into this world sooner than I had hoped. Thank you for that.” 
 
    The demon patted Dora’s cheek playfully, and her skin crawled at the contact.  
 
    Immediately after, the demonic entity crawled on top on Dora and began to caress her, running hands up and down the Healer’s body. Dora tried to scream but it came out as a moan, much to her disgrace. She shivered in revulsion as the god-like demon toyed with her.  
 
    “Just relax, and I shall drink deep of your soul. It will be pleasant,” The Vermillion Queen smirked. “And then I shall walk among the mortals and drench this world in my colors before those mewling Void lovers get the chance to do so.” 
 
    She grabbed Dora’s head and forced her to look into her tentacle-like ‘eyes.’ Dora finally managed to scream, but it was drowned out as she felt herself plunge down into misty darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: At the beginning  
 
     
 
    It should have been just another day in Far Reach. Help out in the clinic, then spend some time at the blacksmiths practicing her aim. A boring day. A good day. A day to prepare for her birthday which was tomorrow. 
 
    That was not what fate had in mind.  
 
    Sometime around noon the pounding of hooves could be heard coming towards the town. On the road that headed deeper into Partaevian territory in the north a group of riders appeared, dressed far more finely than usual travelers. 
 
    It looked like the party of a young noble and his assorted hangers-on. The lead rider definitely had the aloof and pompous expression aristocrats were said to have. 
 
    Not that Dora had ever seen an actual noble. They never ventured this far out into the hinterlands. There was nothing out here but fields and the occasional monster. Any lords that did have fiefs in Partaevia’s breadbasket region preferred to hire others to oversee their territory and spent their time in Ria Royle, the capital of the empire. 
 
    From the window in the Healer’s hut Dora watched curiously as the men dismounted and noisily walked around. She felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder and the young woman looked over at her blonde-haired parent and mentor.  
 
    “You should stay inside tonight,” Irene said, staring at the newcomers with an expression of concern. 
 
    “Here?” Dora asked unenthusiastically as she glanced around the clinic. It was clean, but she’d prefer to stay in her own room rather than the town’s dedicated house of medical care. 
 
    “I don’t want you getting hurt,” Irene pleaded. Dora sighed but conceded. The townsfolk of Far Reach were tolerant of her nowadays. It had taken fifteen years, but now they rarely bothered her with taunts or insults. Not since she began training with the crossbow on her tenth birthday. 
 
    That was not to say outsiders would be tolerant. Merchants didn’t really care, and the regions tax collector was bribed by her mother not to report her daughter’s ‘condition.’  
 
    But these men? They were clearly drunk on their own supposed power and superiority, and combined with actual drunkenness from the bar they were now entering, they might try and attack a ‘filthy monster’ if they saw one. 
 
    Dora sighed and nodded her head in agreement with her mother’s wish. “Alright. I’ll stay here. Hopefully I can sneak back home later in the evening. I have no interest in spending my birthday in here.” 
 
    Irene bobbed her head gratefully before heading off to do some chores outside, likely to prepare for tomorrow. As Dora turned away from the window, she briefly caught a glimpse of Doctor Argus slinking into the bar after the noble and his companions. She snorted. Off to try and mooch a few drinks, no doubt. 
 
    She busied herself with sorting vials of medicine and checking that they were still potent and put the visitors out of her mind. A glance at the sun’s position brought out a sigh. Far too long till midnight. 
 
    . 
 
    “Ugh, so bored,” Dora groaned. She rested her head on the table, surrounded by alchemical and medicinal paraphernalia. She’d finished brewing and storing away the potions, salves, and tinctures that had needed replacing. Then she had swept the floor, dusted the furniture, and sorted the records and ingredients.  
 
    It was close to dinner time now, and her belly was rumbling. Her mother had dropped off lunch a while back and she silently hoped she’d be back with something for the evening meal. 
 
    Dora glanced out the window, watching as dusk fell across the town. It made everything look like it was dyed in blood and liquid fire. A bitter part of her smiled at the thought of Far Reach and its inhabitants subjected to devastation. The Healer side of her admonished her for thinking such a thing. Even if most of the people deserved something like that. 
 
    Her ears perked up as they caught a loud noise from outside in the town square near the bar’s stables. A commotion seemed to be going on, and the half-orc shifted slightly where she sat to try and get a better view of what was going on, her curiosity piqued.  
 
    She’d found that while her sense of smell was superior to a human’s, her hearing was worse. Not by much, and she’d discovered from her readings and lessons that orcs were loud and boisterous partly because they had weaker ears. The rest was just cultural differences where orcs regarded being loud as being strong, both mentally and physically. 
 
    If something was happening out there that even she could hear from the clinic, it must have been something big. 
 
    Motion caught her eye, and she leaned towards the window to catch a glimpse of it. Her veins filled with fiery rage even as cold fear slithered down her back. One of the men, the noble who’d rode in earlier, was grabbing onto her mother’s arm, and laughing all the while as she tried to fight off his grasp. 
 
    She bolted upright, her chair crashing to the floor. She pressed her face against the panes of the window, trying to see and hear what exactly was happening. 
 
    Dora could faintly hear the noble speaking. 
 
    “Come on! It’ll be fun!”  
 
    “Unhand me!” her mother retorted, trying to pull her arm away. The drunken aristocrat refused to let go. 
 
    “Why so hesitant? I can make this worth your while!” 
 
    “I have better things to do than be accosted by drunks!” Irene snarled, finally managing to free herself. The noble frowned. 
 
    “That’s not very nice. We just wanted to have some fun.” 
 
    “Your idea of ‘fun’ is far from what I would consider enjoyable,” the blonde Healer spat, turning on her heels as she did so. 
 
    She barely made it two steps before he reached out and grabbed her hair. 
 
    That was the last straw for Dora and she bolted for the door, bursting out of the clinic in a fury. 
 
    “Let go of her!” Dora shouted, colliding with the noble, shoulder-slamming him into the wall of the tavern. He released her mother, though his fist still clenched a few blonde strands of hair. 
 
    “Are you alright, mom?” Dora asked worriedly, checking her for injuries. As she did, the half-orc noticed a wicker picnic basket that had fallen to the ground during the scuffle. A few jam buns spilled out of it onto the dusty road and Dora felt her throat constrict.  
 
    It also did not escape her attention that there was a crowd of townsfolk nearby, yet they had done nothing and just watched. Some of the noble brat’s companions hurried over and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “You little…!” The noble growled, staggering to his feet. His angry expression changed to one of surprise and disgust when he saw Dora and her green skin. 
 
    “What the… what in the Six Hellish Planes of Pluton is an orc doing in Partaevia?” He asked incredulously. One of his minions leaned over. 
 
    “That’s the one, sir. The rumored half-orc.” The nobles face contorted into an ugly expression. Both a sneer and leer. 
 
    “Grab her.” 
 
    Two of his grunts obeyed, rushing over and grabbing the young woman. 
 
    “What the?!” Dora shouted, and she began to struggle. 
 
    “Let go of my daughter!” Irene cried, pushing and shoving at the men who were now trying to drag Dora towards the stables. They shoved her right back, sending the frailer Healer tumbling into the dirt. 
 
    One of the noble’s henchmen came by with the reins of the group’s steeds in hand. The travelers made their way over to them, and made to leave. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” the noble said and he mounted his large horse.  
 
    The men holding onto to Dora roughly tied her up with rope. She tried to bite them, and earned a few strikes for that. The half-orc was then thrown over the backside of one of the men’s mounts, handled like a sack of turnips. 
 
    “Release my daughter you bastards!” Irene shouted, raising her hands towards the men, an orange glow around them. 
 
    What happened next was a blur. Yet it burned itself into Dora’s mind forever. One horse became extremely skittish when magic suddenly flared to life in front of it. Its hooves lashed out in fear, even as the rider tried to control it. 
 
    Irene was too close to the horse, and when it reared up its heavy hooves slammed into her: one struck the center of her chest, the other sharply bashed her head. 
 
    The Healer collapsed, a puddle of blood quickly forming where she lay in the dust, chest and skull deformed. 
 
    Someone screamed. Dora thought it might have been her. 
 
    The noble swore loudly. Even drunk he knew killing a priestess of Cynthia, even accidentally, was enough to try him for murder and blasphemy, or as an accessory to either. 
 
    “We need to move!” he commanded, and the riders shot off down the road out of Far Reach.  
 
    Dora continued to struggle where she lay until a sharp blow to the back of her head silenced her and brought about terrible blackness. 
 
    . 
 
    “This is bad! W-we never should have come here.” 
 
    “Shut you! It’s not our fault! It was an accident, everyone will say so!” 
 
    “But what if they don’t? What if…?” 
 
    This was the conversation Dora woke to. She groaned groggily, her head throbbing. Her vision was blurry, but she could tell it was late at night. The moon was fat and low in the sky. 
 
    Her body was sore, and coarse rope dug into her arms, rubbing them raw. As she struggled to sit up more talking continued. 
 
    “Look, it will be fine. The place was a settlement in the boonies. No one will care, and word will never reach anyone of importance. Let’s just sell this monster and be done with it.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’ll come?” 
 
    As her vision returned she made out the group of men who had kidnapped her, all sitting around a campfire. The horses milled about and grazed on the tall wild prairie grass as their riders ate some kind of stew. Her stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Of course! I have it on good authority that a slave trading caravan makes its way around these parts every year around this time for supplies. We drop off this bit of merchandise, earn some coin, and we return to Ria Royle a few weeks later, no one the wiser.” 
 
    There was some grumbling in the group, but they all seemed content to follow the noble’s lead for now.  
 
    Dora was weak and tired and ached all over. She tried to crawl away, but the movement caught the men’s attention. One of them walked over and gave her a kick in the side for her trouble. 
 
    “Settle down. You’ll be gone and out of here soon enough. In chains, perhaps, but no longer our problem.” 
 
    “You killed my mother,” Dora spat, anger overcoming her fatigue. 
 
    “You don’t know that! People can recover from injuries like that!” The man protested. His voice was weak though, afraid of the truth. 
 
    “Maybe if she got to a proper doctor or Healer in time she’d survive, but she was the Healer! No one else could treat those wounds!” Dora cried. Sorrow overcame anger and tears fell, turning the ground around her head muddy. 
 
    She ended up crying herself to sleep that night. 
 
    . 
 
    When she woke up next, dawn was rising and she was still in the dirt where they’d left her. However, there was something else going on. A commotion. 
 
    Dizzy from hunger and dehydration, she was confused by what she saw happening in front of her. 
 
    A great green blur strode through the camp, scattering the men who’d kidnapped her. It was bellowing loudly and an iron-grey line danced about, sending sprays of red everywhere it landed. 
 
    The horses neighed and panicked, trampling the ground as they tried to flee. The men screamed and fell in spurts of crimson and cracks of a whip. 
 
    Her heart began to pound violently, and spikes of terror ran through her. Dora began to thrash in her bindings. 
 
    “Stay back! Don’t you know who I am?!” Someone was coming towards her, walking backwards as they tried to fend off the green blob. 
 
    It roared something incoherent, and swung the lash. The clang of metal on metal hurt Dora’s ears and she moaned and began to try and crawl away from whatever was attacking them. 
 
    Another clang, followed by a wet squelch, and Dora froze when the noble’s head landed next to her. His body fell down a few feet away moments later. 
 
    She looked up at the green monster that now loomed over her. 
 
    “Do whatever you want,” she grumbled, and laid her head down, letting exhaustion and a sudden lack of adrenaline return her to darkness for the third time. 
 
    . 
 
    “Are you awake yet?” 
 
    “Owww,” was Dora’s appropriate response. She stirred and two things came to her addled mind.  
 
    One, she was no longer wrapped in ropes. Two, she was lying on a blanket. 
 
    She rose, and found a bowl shoved in front of her face. 
 
    “Drink this. It’s soup. You need food.” 
 
    She took it and drained the entire thing. She did it slowly, though. Her training at the clinic had taught her not to let patients who hadn’t eaten recently consume too much too quickly. 
 
    Meal finished Dora finally had a chance to look at her rescuer. Her breath caught in her throat. 
 
    An orc. The first one she’d ever seen, aside from herself in the mirror. And that didn’t really count.  
 
    This specimen was clearly male, and a large wall of muscle. Even crouching as he was he still made an impressive figure. His hair was black and cropped close to his head. He wore a leather cuirass over a drab tunic accompanied by a pair of simple fabric trousers. Scars crisscrossed his bared arms, showing a lifetime of violence and struggle. 
 
    Two tusks protruded down from his lips like fangs, giving him a feral, snarling appearance. His eyes watched her with a guarded expression. 
 
    What really drew Dora’s eyes though was the ivory peg leg he sported in place of his left limb.  
 
    “Are you alright?” the orc asked, though the forcefulness of the tone made the question sound more like a command. 
 
    “For now,” Dora said, running a quick check of her body with a burst of magic. Nothing seemed too damaged, and the rope burns on her arms had been crudely treated with some ointment. 
 
    Check-up complete, she then looked around the place she found herself. It was the former noble party’s campsite, now surrounded by tents and wagons and cages. Men bustled to and fro, tending to beasts of burden.  
 
    A gnome was stirring a large cauldron while a thin, lanky young human male was doing repairs on one of the wheels. A middle-aged overseer with a goatee was shouting orders, and a large, dark skinned fellow was carrying two crates on his shoulders as he obeyed the shouting man. 
 
    Dora turned her attention back to the orc. 
 
    “Did you save me?” she asked at last. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I dislike having humans selling my kin into slavery. They were also quite rude and aggressive,” her savior responded. 
 
    “You’re a slaver, aren’t you?” she asked. Dora already knew the answer, though. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The half-orc’s gaze drifted to the pair of whips coiled at the orc’s side. One was simple leather, the other studded with razor sharp blades. She swallowed nervously. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Your choice. You’re not a slave, so you can make up your own mind.” The orc rose and stomped over to the large worker with the crates. He said something and the human complied, setting one of the containers down. The orc plopped himself down, looking for all the world like a king surveying his court. 
 
    Dora spent a few minutes lying on the blanket pondering her choices and her future before staggering to her feet, a determined fire in her eyes. 
 
    “I need a horse,” the Healer-in-training declared. The men in the camp shared a look before the tall thin one went off and came back. 
 
    “This is the only one we have available,” the young man said apologetically. “It’s one of the horses that belonged to the aristo-brats. Only one we could catch when the others ran off.” 
 
    Dora swallowed and stared at the horse in front of her. It was a sleek chestnut colored mare with a prominent white splotch on her forehead in the shape of a star. It was also the beast that had struck her mother.  
 
    She looked down at its hooves. She couldn’t see any evidence of the action from before. 
 
    The half-orc was startled out of her brooding by the horse gently bumping her with its nose, nuzzling her in an almost sorrowful manner. 
 
    She choked back tears that threatened to spill from her and quickly mounted the saddle. It was uncomfortable and she’d never ridden a horse before. The ride back to Far Reach hurt more than she cared to admit. And far more than just physically.  
 
    . 
 
    It was the afternoon when the wood and stone buildings of the town came into view. Whispers and stares greeted a stony-faced Dora as she returned to Far Reach astride one of the horses she’d been stolen away with. The green skinned maiden paid the attention no heed and stoically made her way in. 
 
    Her first stop in the frontier settlement was her home. It was empty and had an abandoned feel to it that made Dora clench her fists and teeth in despair and anger. Her heart ached for her mother. 
 
    After getting inside she spared no time in ransacking the dwelling, taking everything of value, both sentimental and monetary, and stuffing it into a growing pack, along with food, clothes, and other supplies.  
 
    It did not take long for her to strip the house bare. As she left, she clutched her prayer book to her chest while her crossbow dangled at her side. 
 
    She then strode into town for her next destination, her newly acquired horse trotting faithfully behind her. She was heading towards the Healer’s store for one final stop. 
 
    The clinic was just as she’d left it, except for one major difference. A body lay on the examining table, covered by a white sheet that was faintly stained red. Dora felt her knees go weak at the sight and she staggered over to the impromptu mortuary table. 
 
    She began to cry, great wracking sobs of grief tearing from her and burning her lungs.  
 
    It took a while but she finally regained control of herself. She lay the prayer book of the Divine Family on top of her mother’s shroud before reaching up and tearing her necklace from her throat. The silver charms dedicated to the three goddesses of the Divine Family glinted in the light before she placed them atop the tome. 
 
    What came next was another efficient dismantling and raiding of the building’s stores. Medicine and materials were stripped away and added to Dora’s pack. Bottles, vials, and pouches full of ingredients disappeared into it. 
 
    By the time she was done, there was nothing left. Nothing of value or medicinal use remained, and Dora felt a dark joy at the thought. She immediately left after one last check and refused to look behind. 
 
     A crowd had gathered now, the people of Far Reach milling around aimlessly. They watched as Dora emerged from the building, and more than a few eyes went to the bulging pack she carried on her back. 
 
    Dora swept her eyes over the crowd, blankly observing notable faces before snorting in disgust. A cough grabbed her attention and she saw the blacksmith with a sad smile holding the reins to her horse. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. He just nodded and released the steed which trotted over to her new owner.  
 
    “Pah! Good riddance to rubbish,” a voice called out from the crowd. Dora’s eyes narrowed and she gave Doctor Argus a withering glare. 
 
    “Farewell to worthless wastes of space,” Dora shot back. Some in the crowd grumbled at that. 
 
    “At least with your mother gone we can get a real Healer, and not just some stupid woman who spreads her legs for abominations.” 
 
    With a burst of speed and rage Dora shot over to the vile man and smashed her fist into the side of his face, smiling in vindictive glee as she heard something crack loudly from the impact. 
 
    A stunned silence hung over the town, then the blacksmith gave a slow clap of approval before he bent down and picked up the fallen luggage.  
 
    “How dare you! You’re just a filthy monster!” Doctor Argus spat, wiping a trickle of blood from his lips. “Your mother was a stupid woman for letting something like you live.” 
 
    “My mother was a saint compared to you!” Dora growled, throwing another punch that sent the drunkard into the ground once more. She then glared at the other townsfolk around her, daring them to speak about against Healer Irene.  
 
    Though some of the locals looked like they wanted to argue the point, or at least say something derogatory against the half-orc, they held their tongues. They’d pushed this girl, now woman, too far, and if she went any further some feared what would happen when she broke. 
 
    When the inhabitants of Far Reach said nothing, Dora snorted and turned away. She stomped over to the blacksmith and snatched the pack he’d been holding out of his hand. 
 
    She sent a grateful look his way, and the older man patted her shoulder in understanding and helped her secure it to the saddle of the horse.  
 
    The doctor was not going to let any of this go however, staggering to his feet with hate in his eyes. 
 
    “You worthless little bitch!” Argus sneered. “Do you really think you can just leave? You’ll be hunted down by the authorities for what you did! You think we don’t know why you’re riding someone else’s horse?!” 
 
    “I did nothing,” Dora shot back. “If anything, those so-called nobles should have been the ones arrested! They killed my mother and tried to kidnap me! They got what they deserved.” 
 
    “Maybe if they’d just done what I’d said then this all could have ended without your idiot mother dying,” Argus snarled. “But I guess it serves her right for interfering.” 
 
    Dora froze before she slowly turned to face the doctor. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I was the one who told them about your presence here. And no one would have batted an eye at something like you getting dragged off. If Irene hadn’t stepped in to protect you she could have gotten on with her life and made a new, better child to replace you!” 
 
    Dora growled. “So, you’re saying it’s all your fault?” 
 
    When Argus nodded smugly Dora shook with anger. In the blink of an eye the Healer unfastened the crossbow from her side and loaded a bolt into it in one smooth motion. 
 
    She aimed and fired. The twang of the crossbow’s string was joined by a muffled thud almost immediately afterwards. The entire town fell deathly silent. Fitting, seeing as there was one less living person within it. 
 
    Argus toppled backwards, a bolt pierced clean through his forehead. His eyes were comically wide, as if he couldn’t believe he was now dead.  
 
    “Not a bad shot,” the blacksmith said darkly, giving the corpse a disdainful look.  
 
    Dora glared and said nothing. As she looked at the man she had just killed, she felt no remorse or guilt. Only a sense of annoyance that he had perished quickly and painlessly. 
 
    The half-orc then swept her gaze across the townsfolk, some of whom were now staring at her fearfully. Others were angry though and made to attack her. They halted when they saw her load another bolt into her weapon. 
 
    “If any of you think I won’t shoot at you, you must be true fools,” Dora growled. “Go ahead, make this day even better for me! I’ve wanted for years to get back at you for all the hate and pain you’ve given me over the years. Well, guess what? Try anything and I will gladly put you down like the vermin you are! There’s no one left to hold me back.” 
 
    “And don’t even think about giving chase,” the blacksmith spoke up, his voice booming over the crowd. “I can easily misplace a nail or two the next time you bring your horses in for their shoes.” 
 
    “She killed Argus!” One of the men shouted. “You would take her side?!” 
 
    “That useless doctor killed her mother, I think it’s a fair trade!” the burly smith roared back. “When did that drunk do anything? He never treated patients or contributed to the town’s wellbeing, it was all Irene, whom you let die!” 
 
    The large man snorted in disgust. “Hope you all enjoy having a settlement without any trained medical personnel or a competent blacksmith. This whole debacle shames me to be associated with such a place.” 
 
    The citizens of Far Reach reeled in shock and began to clamor, shouting and demanding. The blacksmith ignored it all. 
 
    He turned to Dora once his rant was over. “Go now. Find your own future away from here.”  
 
    The half-orc nodded thankfully, holding back tears. She holstered her weapon and got onto her steed. She then rushed off into the tall prairie grass, leaving Far Reach behind. 
 
    By sundown she had found the large caravan of wagons and cages that had set up camp once more. The peg-legged orc slaver that had saved her was sitting on a crate, seemingly waiting for her. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to join us?” He questioned. “You’ll be a monster. Reviled everywhere you go.” 
 
    Dora laughed bitterly, which caused some of the caravan’s crew to look up.  
 
    “How is that any different from the life I just left?” 
 
    The green skinned behemoth gave a grin filled with pain and understanding.  
 
    “Welcome to the Yellowmoon Menagerie, brat. I’m your boss now.” 
 
    “I’m Dora,” she said, shaking the orc’s hand. 
 
    “Scarrot Yellowmoon.” He stood from his seat and hobbled into the campsite. “Find a tent and go to sleep. We move on in the morning.” 
 
    Dora nodded and marched in. A tall, lanky human approached her, offering up a thick canvas tent for her to sleep in. She took it gratefully. 
 
    She looked around for a spot to set up, eyes lingering on the collared men and women inside the cages of the caravan. Her grip tightened on the bundle of fabric in her hands.  
 
    This was her life, now. What cruel humor the gods must have. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: White lilies, green mint 
 
     
 
    A scream of pure agony fused with frustration and disbelief stirred Dora from her dreams. No, her memories. Darkness faded away as pale light invaded her personal space and stabbed her in the eyeballs. 
 
    A frown marred her face as she returned to wakefulness. How many times was this going to happen?! Getting knocked unconscious was becoming old and tiresome. And reliving her unpleasant past made the half-orc growl bitterly. 
 
    As her mind cleared away the cobwebs of sleep fear surged through her as she recalled where exactly she had been before succumbing to the demonic avatar’s powers, as well as the situation she’d been forced into.  
 
    Her eyes shot open and she looked around the ritual room wildly. What she saw made the Healer extremely confused, but nonetheless relieved.  
 
    The avatar of the Queen Swathed in Vermillion had fallen off of the altar and was clawing at tiny white buds that were popping up all over her arms. They also seemed to be spreading across the rest of the demon’s flesh regardless of how many were ripped bloodily from her. 
 
    Dora could only stare as she recognized the white substance: lilies. Dozens, turning to hundreds, of white blossomed lilies were crawling upon the demonic being, looking for all the world as if they were trying to consume her. 
 
    Each blossom was filled to bursting with pure Light element magic and the powerful stench of the perfume in the air was supplanted by floral scents that banished the tainted musk. 
 
    The cultists weren’t having it any easier, Dora noted as she twisted her neck to observe them after hearing a chorus of garbled screams. Most had similar flowers popping out of them. Only Kari and a paltry few others did not, leading the Healer to assume the lack of foliage was related to their level of corruption. 
 
    “What are you?!” the Vermillion Queen screeched, staring at Dora. Or at least, the half-orc assumed the demon lord was staring. It was hard to tell with tentacles in place of eyes. 
 
    When Dora did not respond the Queen lunged, trying to take out the woman who had disrupted her ritual and all her plans.              As soon as her fingers brushed against the light green flesh, however, they erupted into a veritable bouquet of white petals. The Queen Swathed in Vermillion recoiled as if she’d doused her hands with acid. The way she was screaming made it seem like it certainly felt like a similar experience. 
 
    Seeing her foes incapacitated for the moment, Dora redoubled her efforts to break free, snapping the ropes with a burst of energy she hadn’t known she still possessed. She tumbled off the worn, stained altar and hurried over to Kari who was looking around in dopey befuddlement. 
 
    “Snap out of it!” Dora shouted, waving her hand in the older woman’s face. She fed a bit of power into the collar in hopes of mitigating the demonic influence with Naliot’s own. It worked, and the raven-haired beauty blinked slowly as if emerging from a daze. 
 
    “Dora?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me! We need to go, now!” 
 
    “Go?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Dora said with growing worry. “We have to find an escape route! Can your eyes find one for us?” 
 
    Kari groaned and clutched her head as the demonic allure tried to cling even tighter to her. With the other cultists disabled she was one of the few under the Queen’s control who could confront the half-orc. 
 
    Dora wasn’t going to let that happen though, and decided to drag her friend away from the room to give Kari some breathing space. 
 
    “NO!” The Queen’s avatar roared. Being unable to touch the young half-orc the demon lord directed one of her minions to cut them off at the exit. 
 
    Dora blanched and fought down a wave of bile that threatened to rise up in her mouth at the man’s appearance.  
 
    It was the transvestite from before, but now covered in flowers. His eyes, nose, and ears were stuffed with lilies growing from them, and all over his legs dozens of blossoms crawled, trying to trip him up. Yet, he was still able to move and function despite it all and he dashed at the duo, arms outstretched. 
 
    “Stay back!” Dora shouted, delivering a vicious kick to his groin. He toppled, clutching that tender part of him. 
 
    “Someone stop them!” The Vermillion Queen roared. Her slavish devotees surged forward, desperate to appease their mistress and hopefully undo what had happened to them. 
 
    As the Healer faced down the charge, a wild idea popped into her head and she smirked. Reached into a pocket discreetly sewn into a portion of her borrowed garments. Dora withdrew a small ceramic pot. 
 
    There was no time to apply the alchemical oil to anything, nor was there enough of it. In the end, she took a gamble and hurled the jar towards one of the larger flaming torches. 
 
    It flew over the heads of the cultists that rushed her and landed squarely amid the flames. The container cracked, and the intense heat shattered the entire thing. The greasy substance within ignited, sending emerald flames flying everywhere, as well as a cloud of noxious green through the room.  
 
    Dora’s eyes widened in surprise and she quickly checked the remaining two jars. Her face grew pale as she realized she’d thrown the pot full of Nightmare Poison instead of the one containing Salve of Slumber. 
 
    She wasted no time at all and grabbed Kari’s hand, pulling the dazed woman away from the roiling green haze of death. Magic from the flames mingled with that within the alchemical substance, increasing its potency. 
 
    Behind them, she could hear screams of panic and pain. Then came the terrible sounds of ripping meat and flesh and the squelches of blood splashing around. 
 
    Dora dared to glance back and was unable to restrain the vomit that erupted from her when she saw what had happened. 
 
    Trapped inside their own worst nightmares, the cultists, already addled by pain from the holy flowers sprouting from them, turned on each other and literally began tearing each other apart with their bare hands or any tools nearby.  
 
    Unable to tell friend from foe, the ritual chamber and a few nearby rooms turned into an orgy of bloodshed as the cultists went mad. Even the avatar of the Queen Swathed in Vermillion was not spared as her own minions attacked her blindly, ripping the transformed statue to pieces. 
 
    With a bone shattering screech of defiance, the demon lord of perversion was destroyed, her essence catapulted back to the Abyss as the ritual failed. By now Dora was far enough from the site that the explosion of wayward energy did not strike her or her addled yet recovering friend. It did, however, cause the ceiling to crack and for part of the wall to slide apart, forcing them to find another way to the surface. 
 
    “Kari, are you alright now?” Dora asked, taking a break once the aftershocks of the detonation faded away. 
 
    “I-I think so. I felt like my thoughts were wrapped in velvet and I couldn’t control myself,” the collared woman complained. She gave her head a shake. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Trapped in the cultist’s underground hideout somewhere,” Dora said. “The original path was cut off and I had to make a detour. But now that you’re back, we can find a way out!” 
 
    “Alright, give me a minute,” Kari said, massaging her temples. Once her headache diminished she activated her Divine Eyes of Appraisal. 
 
    “Hmm, there seems to be a service entrance up ahead. Old, and hasn’t been used for decades. It leads straight out to beyond the walls.” 
 
    “Perfect! We can escape that way and then make our way back in from the main gate,” Dora said happily. 
 
    “Actually, I have a better idea,” Kari piped up after a moment of thoughtful silence. “Hear me out before you say anything: What if we stole the Aegis Sphere and used it as our getaway vehicle?” 
 
    “That’s insane,” Dora whispered. “Go on.” 
 
    “I know where Krave hid the key. It’s in the excavation site inside a safe. He didn’t trust anyone not to break into his rooms in the tower to steal it so he kept it there. And it has enough power for one, maybe two, dimensional jumps. Or a dozen or so teleportation hops. We could go anywhere! And best of all, it would screw over the Tower Lords.” 
 
    Dora offered up a feral grin. 
 
    “I like that. I like that a lot.” She then frowned as a thought came to her. “But I can’t leave. My family is still trapped in Annod Bol.” 
 
    “Do you really want to continue being a slaver?” Kari asked. “I know that this job is tearing you apart inside. The things you do haunt your dreams.” 
 
    She reached out and held Dora’s hands in her own. “Come with me. You can leave this wretched place behind and find a new life! If you come with me, I can find you a job with father’s company! It’ll be wonderful!” 
 
    Dora bit her lip. The offer was tempting. Oh, so very tempting. She wanted it. Wanted the freedom from the horrid wasteland around her, release from the pain and guilt she carried from all the people she had turned into property. 
 
    But when she tried to agree to go with Kari, she saw Reesh and Rindon. Uldo and Holt. Even Scarrot flashed before her eyes. They had all done so much for her. Dora had meant what she said when she’d claimed they were her family. 
 
    “I-I can’t leave them,” Dora whispered, and she broke eye contact with Kari who smiled sadly in understanding.  
 
    “Alright then.” She stood up. “This way to the exit.” 
 
    The pair hurried along the path towards the secret exit. The door was large and old and took a while to budge, but when they did cool night air washed over them and they sighed in relief and bliss at the sensation. 
 
    Above them, the stars gleamed and the moon illuminated the fields and farms around the wall’s perimeter. With their path lit the duo did not bother to stop at all, sprinting through the darkness towards the excavation site.  
 
    They found it completely abandoned, not a single person, slave or otherwise, around. 
 
    “Must have been moved back to the city,” Kari guessed.  
 
    “More likely a nearby barracks,” Dora added. “They still needed them nearby to work, but don’t want them to get any ideas. Can’t have slaves around impromptu weapons like shovels and picks. Especially when there are riots.” 
 
    The raven-haired woman nodded in agreement and carefully picked her way down the slopes and ramps and stairs built into the large pit. Dora followed the other woman’s lead. Kari’s eyes were beyond useful. They could pierce the gloom of darkness and lead them down unobstructed paths. 
 
    At long last they reached the ruined hanger where the Aegis Sphere lay. Only a trio of small, guttering torches brought light to the place. The long, sharp shadows gave the room a more oppressive feeling. 
 
    As Kari searched for the hidden lockbox Dora’s attention was purchased by a mournful grunting. The half-orc made her way towards the sound and gasped in surprise when she saw the golden mole languishing in a cage in a corner. 
 
    “You poor thing,” Dora muttered. She smashed the lock with a fierce kick and the large golden furred animal jumped out eagerly and gave the Healer loud happy snuffles. She then used her override command to remove its collar. At that it made joyful cries and nuzzled against the green skinned woman. 
 
    “Alright, you’re free now,” Dora said before she left to find Kari. The large mole merely tilted its head and crawled after her. 
 
    “Did you find it?” Dora inquired when she saw her friend skip over in an unbelievably chipper mood. 
 
    “Oh yes, I did!” Kari cackled, holding the glowing orb-key aloft like it was a sacred artifact. Though for some, it might as well have been.  
 
    Many considered Titans as mythical entities who had helped create the world alongside the gods. And their magitech simply had to be seen to be believed. 
 
    “Dora, if you would?” Kari asked, presenting her neck to the half-orc. Dora nodded and placed her hand on the back of the collar and muttered a few words. With a dainty click the silver collar popped open and slipped off. 
 
    It clattered on the tiles and Kari’s face lit up with pure joy. She was free! Finally free! 
 
    “What do you want to do with the collar?” Dora asked, picking the item in question off the ground. Kari shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t care. Melt it down, slap it onto Lord Tiegan… it’s all up to you.” 
 
    “What would happen if I put it on?” Dora mused. 
 
    “You’d become a slave,” Kari said with exasperation. She bounced over to the entrance of the Aegis Sphere and commanded it to open. 
 
    “Would I, though?” Dora asked. “After all, I still have Handler status for the collar, even if you’ve been freed. No one has revoked my permission on it. Would I own myself if I put it on? What would that even do to me?” 
 
    Kari paused in her joyful steps as she contemplated Dora’s question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve never heard of anyone doing something like that.” 
 
    “Me neither,” the Healer agreed. She tucked the item away, clipping it onto a section of her clothes. She could experiment later.  
 
    The golden mole sniffed the collar and recoiled in disgust. Dora patted it on the head comfortingly. 
 
    Dora entered Aegis Sphere after a moment and looked around as Kari ensconced herself in the command room of the device. It was still as stark and sterile as last time. Though the grimy boot prints they were tracking in gave it a … lived-in feel. Yeah, that’s it. “Lived-in.” 
 
    Without warning everything lurched, Dora barely able to let out a sound of surprise as the entire vehicle tilted and spun.  
 
    “Owww,” the Healer groaned, staggering to her feet. As she looked around, Dora noticed that everything was now right side up. Kari had used the key to return the Aegis Sphere to its proper balance.  
 
    “How about a little warning next time?” she grumbled. Nearby the golden mole scrambled about in a cute manner as it tried to right itself. Feeling pity Dora helped flip it back onto its feet. 
 
    “Sorry, I hadn’t expected it to be that sudden,” Kari groaned, massaging her spine where she’d slammed into the oversized chair. “But I think I’ve got a hang of the controls now. I can leave whenever I want.” 
 
    Dora nodded in understanding. Companionable silence filled the air. Until a gasp and an “uh-oh” came from Kari. 
 
    “‘Uh-oh?’ What do you mean by that?” Dora demanded. The merchant’s daughter coughed awkwardly. 
 
    “So, I may have accidentally initiated a jump sequence. That means in a few minutes the Aegis Sphere will have warmed up its engine and power coils and then teleport away. And unfortunately, I don’t know where it’ll end up. There seems to be a preprogrammed destination though. Perhaps a repair spot?” 
 
    “That’s great,” Dora complained. She stomped over to the exit, ready to leave before it was too late. 
 
    “By the way Dora, did you ever find out what ‘ildora’ means?” Kari asked after a quick look through the controls of the Aegis Sphere. 
 
    “Is now really the best time for linguistics?” the half-orc asked incredulously. The golden mole snuffled in agreement. She absentmindedly patted the magical beast on the head. 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ll ever get a chance to finish this conversation!” Kari retorted. 
 
    “No! I never learned about it! Now I have to leave before you go to wherever it is you’re going to go!” Dora quickly made her way towards the exit of the magitech vehicle. She paused when something bumped against her leg. 
 
    “I’m sorry, boy, but it won’t be safe for you if you come with me,” Dora said softly, patting the massive mole sorrowfully. “Please. Stay with Kari. She can protect you, and if nothing else, she can take you back to Gaeum.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, whatever!” the raven-haired woman called out, almost drowned out by a loud, obnoxious beep. “Now are you going to leave or not?” 
 
    A loud hum was starting to echo from the mirror-like surface of the Aegis Sphere. Dust and chunks of stone started to fall as the vibrations and magical energy upset the crumbling ruins. 
 
    “Give me a moment!” Dora shouted back before turning her attention to the golden mole. “Be free and happy, little guy. And if you ever find me again, well, I hope I won’t have to put you in a cage once more.” 
 
    The mole gazed up at her with a pitiful expression, forcing Dora to leave before she began to get all weepy. As she stepped out of the Aegis Sphere she heard Kari call out to her moments before the hatch slid shut. 
 
    “Dora! In the orcish tongue, ‘ildora’ is their word for the mint plant!”  
 
    The half-orc spun around in shock, suddenly desperate for more answers. But it was too late. The door was sealed tight. She could no longer even see where the opening had been as the door had slid shut seamlessly.  
 
    A kaleidoscope of energy began to spit and crackle from the spherical artifact, and Dora decided it was prudent to make a run for it. She didn’t want to be teleported elsewhere by the Aegis Sphere while it initiated Planeswalking, nor was she interested in being torn to shreds by the violent rainbow cascade appearing around it.  
 
    With a howl that shattered her eardrums the Aegis Sphere seemed to implode and explode at once. The burst of displaced air threw Dora onto her rear, dazing her. 
 
    It was over in an instant. The massive mirrored orb was gone. With a groan, the Healer fixed her hearing with a spell. Once it was repaired she sighed with relief before looking around the ruins and letting off a huff. 
 
    “Great. Now I have to walk all the way back.” Dora massaged her forehead. “No use complaining.” 
 
    She headed off back to Annod Bol, plans for sneaking in through the gate flitting through her thoughts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Shrouded horizons 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re probably sick of hearing this by now, but I’m glad to see you’re alright and back with us, Dora,” Reesh said, patting the half-orc on the back. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Dora agreed, smiling faintly. She listened with half an ear to the greetings and encouragements the crew of the Yellowmoon Menagerie had given her since she’d been escorted back by some of Lord Tiegan’s guards. 
 
    Her mind was busy. And had been ever since she’d returned to the dark walled city. 
 
    Sneaking into the city had been a lot easier than she’d expected. A quick application of Salve of Slumber knocked out a pair of patrolling guards who’d stepped out of the gatehouse for a quick smoke.  
 
    Once inside, it’d been harder to maneuver around roving squads of enforcers and guards looking for errant slaves, and the slaves themselves were making a mess of the sections of the city they’d taken control of. 
 
    She managed to get back into the barracks and change her clothes with the help of Reesh. The tall man didn’t question why she’d returned alone, and she didn’t question why he had had such skimpy outfits in the first place. It was a good deal for the both of them. 
 
    Back in her original clothes she’d snuck back into the Tower with judicious use of her override command, and slipped back into her cell and fallen asleep, exhausted. 
 
    A part of her worried that the guards would find out she had escaped when they noticed that the door had been cut off its hinges, but when breakfast arrived Dora discovered that the damaged parts had miraculously fixed themselves.  
 
    She swore she saw the statue of Naliot wink at her from its spot next to the bed. 
 
    And then Tiegan had arrived a few hours later with some excellent news. 
 
    “Congratulations, Miss Dora. You’re free to go,” the lord of the East Tower said. She blinked in surprise before smiling. It took effort not to let it turn into a smirk. 
 
    “Any particular reason why?” 
 
    “Two things happened last night that allow us to remove your guilt,” Tiegan said as he leaned on his walking stick. “First, a cult of demon worshipers was discovered in the northern portion of the city, stirring up discontent and doing some kind of bloody ritual.” 
 
    “Are you blaming them for Krave’s death?” Dora inquired eagerly. 
 
    “To an extent. You see, we’re blaming dear Dominick’s personal slave, Kari, for his death. She’s gone missing.” Tiegan sighed in disappointment. 
 
    “I knew we should have kept a closer eye on her. But Krave firmly believe he had control over her. Apparently, her Bloodline Traits were stronger than he thought and she slipped away, and took the Aegis Sphere with her.” 
 
    “And she didn’t even try to break me free or say farewell? Some friend I thought she was,” Dora grumbled. Her act seemed to convince the aging lord of Annod Bol as he shook his head in a mocking yet mournful way. 
 
    “She was just trying to use you as a means of escape, my dear. Don’t let it worry you too much. You’re young, and have plenty of time to learn not to trust anyone.” 
 
    The half-orc nodded mutely and allowed herself to be escorted back to the barracks. A wide smile broke over her face when she saw the stunned looks on the crew. Rindel and Reesh both jogged over to her and embraced her, while Uldo and Holt both showed their relief and affection in a more subdued manner. 
 
    The only one who did not rush out to greet her was Scar. He remained distant, but the Healer noticed his eyes showed a great deal of emotion whenever he looked at her. 
 
    Dora couldn’t help but think back to Kari’s parting words about the meaning of the word ‘ildora.’ For as long as she’d been with the Menagerie, Scarrot had called her that. 
 
    She’d always thought it was an insult, his way of mocking her for her half-orc status or for her naivety. But now? Questions swirled through her head and distracted her again. 
 
    “Saddle up! I want to be out of the city by noon!” Scarrot bellowed, breaking Dora from her reverie. She mounted Starspot and the mare whinnied at the feel of her rider once more. 
 
    The crew had spent the previous day preparing for their departure from the City of Slaves. Everyone was eager to be gone from the place. There were no fond memories here for any of them. 
 
    “Move out!” Holt called, his voice cutting through the din of wheels, hooves, and metal that began to clink and clack and grind as the caravan made its way towards the gates.  
 
    Unrest in the city had quieted down with the revelation that Dora was fine and allowed to leave, but some pockets of violence remained so Lord Tiegan had graciously allowed the Menagerie an escort of armed men to the city’s gates. Scarrot had taken the offer, but with much growling and grunting. 
 
    “What now?” Dora asked, glancing over at Rindel. The gnome shifted in his custom saddle to glance at her. 
 
    “Now? We do whatever we want. Though I think Scar wants to head back to Creidor and give Reed a piece of his mind for sending us on this errand.” 
 
    Dora grunted at that. She had a few words for the old man as well. Two of them being “thank you” for the extremely useful alchemical salves, the rest of them swears unfit for utterance in polite company. 
 
    She set her sights on the horizon and wondered if Kari had made it back to her home yet.  
 
    “Yeah. Freedom sounds nice,” Dora said with a smile. The diminutive quartermaster bobbed his head in agreement. 
 
    This was not the life Dora had envisioned for herself. But it was the one she was going to live to the fullest.  
 
    She spared a glance at the orc at the head of the wagon trail and frowned, deep in thought. And maybe she’d get answers from Scarrot about who she was. And who he was to her. 
 
    . 
 
    Lord Tiegan stood in his study, looking down on the city from wide bay windows. Now, it was all his. Without Krave to oppose him, the other Tower Lords would fall into line. And the few who had supported Rapture Dawn were forced to go underground to avoid the purge. Annod Bol was under his rule. Completely and utterly. 
 
    True, he no longer had the Aegis Sphere, but that had honestly been mostly Krave’s pet project. He did not need ancient magitech to control the masses or expand his rule. Tiegan was fine with what he had here. Why bother to kick at hornets’ nests for little reward?  
 
    A frown marred his face and he wandered over to a table that had a fine selection of wine set up.  
 
    “You know, it’s rude to enter someone’s domain without announcing yourself,” the grey-haired slave master commented without looking up from his task. 
 
    “You failed to do what we asked of you.”  
 
    Out of the shadows in the corner of the room a man wearing an all-concealing black cloak appeared. He seemed to meld out of the darkness itself. His face was obscured by a silver mask with a spiral etched into the surface. 
 
    “It was a mistake, I admit, not to check more closely on the woman’s slave collar and its conditions and contract. Or to make sure her Godhands Bloodline Trait was properly restricted from manipulating magical artifacts. Now she’s fled, taking the Aegis Sphere with her. A loss to both of us, I’m afraid. Though being able to get rid of the more malcontent slaves and cultists was a nice bonus.” 
 
    The masked man snorted in distain. “We needed her and her two Bloodline Traits. The deal was simple; once she had served her purpose here, you’d give her to us. That you could not complete such a basic request makes me question the validity of maintaining our relationship.” 
 
    “And who else would serve you and your comrades, Swirl? The World Rebellion is not flush with companions and allies. You need Annod Bol and the Tower Lords. You need our resources. And without me, you won’t be able to get any of it.” Tiegan poured himself a generous serving of red wine, smiling at the heady aroma. He held out a glass to the black swathed man but it was declined.  
 
    “It’s ‘Spiral’ to you. And we needed that woman’s eyes! The Time of Lilies is approaching, and we need to find the remaining prophesized ones!” 
 
    “Apologies for your loss, then. But I’m sure you’ll manage. You’re a resourceful group if nothing else,” Tiegan said dismissively. He sipped at his wine and gave the silver masked man a neutral look. 
 
    He could tell the high-ranked disciple of the Void was fuming under his robes, and took silent pleasure in that. The World Rebellion had just swaggered into his office one day and demanded his subservience.  
 
    “You overestimate your importance, vulture,” Spiral hissed angrily. Tiegan snorted. 
 
    “You touch me, and everyone will know it was your group who slew me. Ever since that idiotic count in Varia tried to assassinate the royal family using your methods all of Erafore knows you have returned,” Tiegan pointed out.  
 
    When no response came the Lord of the East Tower nodded at his victory and turned back to the window, staring out. He could almost imagine he could see the dust trail of the Yellowmoon Menagerie in the distance. He’d miss the grizzled orc and his crew. Especially the half-blood Healer. He’d always had a taste for the exotic. Shame she’d left as soon as she could. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a tightness in his chest. He grunted and raised a hand, clutching at his heart. 
 
    “You know, it’s a shame. Such an elderly gentleman, with such a weak heart. After all the stress in the past few days and the new-found responsibility of running a city and corralling all the other upstarts, it just stopped working properly. At least, that’s what they’ll say when they find you.” 
 
    Tiegan gagged in pain and dropped his wineglass. As it shattered on the ground he staggered over to the window and leaned against it, trying to steady himself.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eyes he saw the servant of the Void walking towards him, right hand stretched out in front of him. Tiegan opened his mouth to call for help, but a dark grey aura burst to life around the figure’s outstretched appendage. His words were cut off by a wave of agony. He fell to his knees with a gasp. 
 
    “The other four Tower Lords are cravens and weak-willed. Without you they will look to someone who’ll take the lead. And that will be me. They’ll kneel once they see that trying to resist is futile.” 
 
    The man in the silver mask stared Tiegan dead in the eyes. The emblem on the mask glowed ominously with a grey light. 
 
    “You were useful. But, you’ve made too many mistakes. Goodbye. May the Void welcome you.” 
 
    Tiegan clawed at the air, trying to lash out at his murderer. But his vision was fading and he collapsed. One final death rattle escaped his lips. His heart gave out on him, and the rest of his organs followed. 
 
    After a moment, the man in the mask walked over to the well-dressed body. He gave it a kick to make sure Tiegan was truly dead before letting out a cruel laugh. 
 
    “Let the world rebel!” 
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