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    Family and friends are not easy to forget, even when you drift apart. Make sure you always remind them that you care for them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1: A whole lot of waiting 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be fine?” 
 
    Dora bit back a sigh, and merely nodded her head. “Yes, Enrai. I’ll be fine here while you and Ain are gone.” 
 
    The Qwanese Monk scratched his recently shaved head. “Because we could take you with us if you want…” 
 
    “It’s kind of you to offer, but seriously! I’m fine. I will be safe here. No one in Creidor would dare to harm a Healer, let alone one who is a guest of Reed,” Dora said with a patient smile. “Besides, I have Rindel with me as well!” 
 
    Enrai shot a glance towards the blue-haired gnome with two peg-legs who stood next to the green-skinned Healer and frowned. Seeing the incredulous look on the Monk’s face, the diminutive man pulled out a few throwing daggers and played with them menacingly.  
 
    “Point taken,” Enrai muttered, looking away from the gnome and back to the young half-orc. This time Dora did sigh, but it was accompanied by a tiny smile.  
 
    “Your concern is touching. And I understand that you both feel uncomfortable leaving me behind with your oath still unfinished. But you have an important package to deliver.” 
 
    “She’s correct,” a melodic voice called out. Enrai turned to face a tall and thin male with pale blonde hair and a pair of sharp, knife-like ears astride a horse. Sharing the front of the saddle with the elf was a young Qwanese boy, who waved happily at Dora. The Healer waved back. 
 
    “We need to go now before time runs out,” Ain said sharply. “I’d rather not let my mentor get executed because we took too long to return after rescuing the kid.” 
 
    There was no argument Enrai could make, so he turned away from Dora and headed back to his horse. 
 
    “We’ll be back as fast as we can!” Enrai declared as he mounted his steed. “Wait for us!” 
 
    “Sure thing!” Dora said. She waved at the trio as they rode off. Soon, their horses disappeared into the dusty streets of Creidor, and their long journey out of the Dreadlands began.  
 
    Once she was sure they were gone, Dora’s smile faded. She glanced down at Rindel. “Still no word from Reed’s mysterious contact?”  
 
    The gnome shook his head. “No. At least, none that I’m aware of.” He patted Dora on her leg in a comforting manner. “Don’t worry too much, Dora. Reed gave his word. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    “I know that. I just can’t help but worry…” Dora muttered. 
 
    “They are a tough group. They’re alive, and probably chomping at the bit to escape!” Rindel exclaimed with a laugh.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Dora grinned. “I bet Holt has his hands full trying to keep the rest of the guys in line! And Uldo will be pacing back and forth so much he could probably escape through the hole he’s no doubt worn into the floor!” 
 
    “And no doubt Reesh will be annoyed that he’s the one that has to be rescued like a damsel,” the blue-haired gnome chuckled. “And Scarrot! Woo boy, I’d hate to be one of his captors when he gets free!” 
 
    Dora’s smile twitched at the mention of her boss, and Rindel mentally slapped himself for his stupidity. The head of the Yellow Moon Menagerie was still a sore subject for the half-orc. 
 
    “Anyways, we should probably head back inside,” the double peg-legged man suggested, as he hobbled back into the manor. Dora nodded slowly, sparing one last glance in the direction her companions had gone. 
 
    Traveling back from Rahmal’Alram to Creidor had been a relatively smooth journey. The people of Saluda were quite thankful to the group for saving an entire city from a plague of Undead, and that made crossing the dessert easier. And once they made it to the Cracked Land portion of the Dreadlands, Dora’s intimate knowledge of the terrain and its inhabitants ensured safe passage back to the major trading hub that was Creidor, the Town of Dust.  
 
    Only a handful of monsters appeared during their return, and were no match for the two elite warriors, Ain and Enrai. Then, the elf and Monk had only spent a single day resting up in Creidor before preparing to return to their respective homelands. The boy they’d rescued had to be brought back to his clan soon, or else war might spring up between two very powerful nations. And that was not a situation anyone wanted. 
 
    Thinking back on the events of their mission, Dora was still curious about a few points that just didn’t add up. Like the strange creature which had slain the Emir and his son, or the fact that the Necromancer she’d been contracted to put down had a master who couldn’t be bothered to do it himself.  
 
    And then there was the light. That strange, almost holy, silver light that had engulfed her when she’d been cornered by the Necromancer. It had been unlike anything her Healing magic should have been able to produce, yet it felt as if it had always been a part of her. And that frightened Dora. Was this what Kari had seen in her, way back when Dora had taken that poor girl to the slave market in Annod Bol? Was this the reason powerful individuals such as Naliot the Chained God were starting to pay attention to her? 
 
    She didn’t like it at all, but what could she do? Dora stifled a groan of annoyance as she banished her thoughts to the back of her mind for now. Stepping inside the manor, she breathed out in relief as coolness replaced the sharp heat of the dusty world outside. 
 
    The click of a cane brought her attention over to a tall, hunched man who approached the gnome and half-orc. 
 
    “I take it you’ve seen off the three of them?” the owner of the mansion questioned as he approached.  
 
    This man was none other than ‘Blackjack’ Reed. His past was shrouded in violence and more than a little bit of mystery. But he had ruled Creidor for nigh on fifty years, and his name carried weight that could only be matched by the most successful of slavers and the dreaded Tower Lords of Annod Bol.  
 
    And, to Dora’s immense relief, he was a fair-handed man in spite of his violence who was also close friends with the Yellow Moon Menagerie. She didn’t know if she’d ever be able to pay back the kindness he had shown her and her companions.  
 
    “We did. They’re on their way back,” Rindel confirmed, bowing his head politely towards the grey-haired figure. 
 
    “Good, good. If they keep up a decent speed, they should reach the Domain’s borders in a week, and after that, a few days at sea will see them back in Qwan. And hopefully, we won’t have to deal with a war on our doorsteps,” the gentleman said, before coughing weakly. 
 
    “Would a conflict between the Domain and the Empire of Qwan really affect us here, in the Dreadlands?” Dora question.  
 
    Her knowledge of geography was sketchy, but the Domain had very little presence in the area. Most of their forts in the east bordering the desolate wasteland were there mostly for show and had no reason to claim any resources because the Cracked Land simply didn’t have any. 
 
    “Not directly, no. But trade would be disrupted, making it harder to get food and other supplies. And, if we were unlucky, Partaevia might decide to attack The Second Elfish Domain when their attention is elsewhere. And as Partaevia’s legions march towards the Domain’s borders, no doubt a few scouting parties and raids would venture our way,” the elderly man explained. “No, it is best that war not erupt between two giants, because when they fight, they tend to destroy everything around them without a care.” 
 
    Dora nodded. Reed’s words made sense. And there was also the unspoken fact that if Partaevia did choose to jump in on the conflict, their soldiers would see Creidor and the other minor settlements of the Cracked Land as little more than places for free supplies and maybe spots for a round of good old-fashioned pillaging. 
 
    “So, how long will I have to wait until this client of yours deigns to meet with me?” Dora inquired. Reed’s face became pained and he winced. 
 
    “I do not know. He is the one who contacts me, not the other way around.” 
 
    “I see,” the mint green-skinned Healer muttered. “Then can I work with the town’s doctor while I wait? I don’t want to laze around when I could be doing something helpful.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Reed said, giving her his permission with a nod.  
 
    She beamed happily and gave him a quick hug. “Thank you!” 
 
    Dora then ran off through the halls to grab her Healer garb. 
 
    As the half-orc darted away, Rindel gave Reed a wide, knowing grin. “Feisty, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the mayor of Creidor replied dryly, but there was a distinct note of wistfulness in his tone. “She truly reminds me of… him. When he was younger, of course.” 
 
    “So, it’s true then?” Rindel asked. Reed nodded. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve known it since the beginning.” A melancholic look overtook his face. It was quickly banished as he shook his head, and the calm and collected expression reclaimed its throne on Reed’s face. 
 
    “Come along, Rindel. Documents and business expenses won’t file themselves.” 
 
    “You’d think after all these years some mage would have come up with a spell to do it for them,” the gnome muttered darkly as he thought of the stacks of parchment that awaited them.  
 
    “I believe they did try at one point but stopped after it created more problems than it solved.” 
 
    “What kind of problems?”  
 
    “Oh, you know, bringing the files to life as deformed papery golems, sentient quills with a thirst for blood and ink, accidentally transmuting skin into parchment…” Reed recounted, listing off the terrible failures mages had encountered when trying to vanquish the dreaded foe known as paperwork.  
 
    Rindel blanched and wiped some sweat off his forehead. “On second thought, the normal way has worked for centuries! Why change it now?” 
 
    “Now you get it!” Reed laughed. “Silly mages! Always trying to find ridiculous answers for the simplest of tasks!” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    In a great tower that was the center for magical academia in Orria, a nearly century old man in wizardly robes sneezed, then looked around with an annoyed expression. 
 
    “Someone’s talking smack about us mages,” Arnolt Cantos muttered with a scowl. He then shrugged and glared down at his paperwork he’d been dealing with. He was sorely tempted to use one of the forbidden spells to get it done faster. 
 
    “Maybe a little bit of magic won’t hurt…” he mumbled, reaching for his staff. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling something stupid just happened?” Dora wondered aloud. She shook her head to dismiss that thought from her head. “Ugh, why am I talking to myself?” 
 
    “It’s only a sign of insanity when other voices start talking back,” a maid commented from a corner of the room. “That, or a sign of possession or being contacted via telepathy.” 
 
    “Gah!” Dora cried, jumping in shock. “How long were you there?!” 
 
    “The whole time,” the maid stated. “Or did you forget Master Reed assigned me to you when you arrived yesterday?” 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot,” Dora muttered sheepishly. 
 
    “So, you’re saying you didn’t notice me at all? That I just blended into the background of the scenery like a mere decorative plant, or a tasteful piece of art?” the maid asked, pouting. 
 
    “I’m really, really sorry,” the Healer claimed, bowing her head in apology. 
 
    “Perfect. That means I’ve still got it!” the maid declared, a victorious smirk on her lips. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Dora demanded, confused. 
 
    “Oh, didn’t you know? Amongst servants, being unnoticed unless needed is a highly regarded art. They even have schools for it in Orria and Par-Orria, you know,” the maid noted. 
 
    “If you’re so well trained and disciplined, what in the Six Hells are you doing in the Cracked Land serving Reed? Shouldn’t you be in a noble’s mansion somewhere?” the half-orc inquired. 
 
    “Oh, I used to be. But then I murdered my former employer and had to flee the law. Despite the fact that the fat pig had it coming, killing the person who hires you is seen as bad form,” the maid said matter-of-factly. A sharp, cold light filled the woman’s eyes, and Dora gulped in fear. 
 
    “Should I be worried for Reed’s safety?” the Healer asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Not at all! In fact, he’s one of the best employers I’ve had!” the maid said happily. “When he kills a dissenter, he always cleans up after himself, instead of making us do it! He never tries to force the staff to sleep with him, nor does he have a sex dungeon! Just the regular kind! And he gives us alternating Nuldays off!” 
 
    “Well. As long as you’re happy,” Dora said weakly. She looked around her room and grabbed her faded and worn Healer’s robe, as well as her various potions and medical supplies.  
 
    “I’m off to the clinic, now. Are you going to follow me?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you won’t even notice I’m there, standing behind you at all times. Watching you. Protecting you. Serving you.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, that’s not creepy at all!” Dora laughed nervously. The maid laughed too. And the pair of the left the mansion, laughing together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2: A search for answers 
 
      
 
    “Good work today, Dora!” a middle-aged man with a scraggly beard commented, smiling at the half-orc. 
 
    She wiped a trickle of sweat from her brow and smiled back. “Thank you, Dr. Needle. It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “Oh, Dora, I’ve told you, there’s no need to call me ‘Doctor!’ After all, I lost my license!” the town’s sole medical practitioner claimed with a chuckle. 
 
    Dora chuckled weakly as well.  
 
    “Seriously, though, you’ve been a great help,” Needle said as he cleaned off his medical implements. “Having an actual Healer assisting has greatly reduced the number of repeat customers.” 
 
    “I understand. It’s a real pain trying to keep the dust out of everything,” Dora agreed. The major killer in the Cracked Land was not the monsters, or the marauders. It was the all-pervading grey dust that coated the landscape.  
 
    It got everywhere. Into food and water, rendering it gritty and foul. Into the clothes and armor, creating terrible chafes and rashes. And when the dust seeped into bandages or open wounds, infection set in shortly after. The doctors in the Cracked Land had their work cut out for them, keeping their patients’ wounds clean long enough so they could heal. It was why Healers, or really anyone who could close up wounds with magic, were in such demand. 
 
    And Dora liked her work. Back home, it’d been a source of comfort, and a shared profession with her beloved mother. Even after joining up with the Yellow Moon Menagerie, she’d continued healing and helping those who needed it. It reminded her of the good times, back when her mother had been alive. And, the act of healing gave her the tiniest bit of relief from the guilt that had been a constant part of her life ever since she’d become a slaver over three years ago. 
 
    Dora sighed heavily. Now that the last of the customers had left, and the clinic was closing, there was nothing keeping her mind from drifting towards unpleasant memories. 
 
    Sensing her mood, Don’t-call-me-Doctor Needle shooed her out of the clinic, and sent her back towards Reed’s manor.  
 
    Rather than head straight back, she wandered through the streets of Creidor, deep in thought. 
 
    Two weeks had gone by since her friends had left. According the Reed’s estimation, Enrai and Ain should be back in Distant Qwan, delivering the kidnapped Bo Clan’s heir back to his family. From then, it would be another two weeks before they managed to make their way back to Creidor. 
 
    “I despise waiting,” Dora grumbled, kicking a loose stone dejectedly. She then paused as the rock bounced off the town’s wall. She looked up and found that her wandering had led her to the edifice encircling Creidor. 
 
    After a moment’s thought, she decided to climb up the stairs that led to the battlements. Waving at a few of the guards, she arrived at the top of the wall and stood there, looking over the grey and dusty landscape. 
 
    A tumbleweed rolled by, and a dust devil swirled and danced. The sun was starting to set, and it stained the world orange and red. 
 
    Dora sighed. Was this really the life she wanted? The scenery she wished to continue looking at? She owed her life to Scarrot and the Yellowmoon Menagerie, and she would save them all, but after that?  
 
    But then she thought of the people in Creidor and the Cracked Land who depended on her. How their lives, already harsh, would become incrementally more difficult without her to tend to their wounds. Could she abandon these souls, many of whom were innocent of the crimes associated with this dead realm? 
 
    Indecision curdled in her gut, and she grimaced. She continued looking out over the horizon, lost in her thoughts. 
 
    “Thinking about home?” 
 
    Dora started and spun around, hand clasped over her heart.  
 
    “Oh, it’s just you, Rindel,” she said, puffing in relief. “You gave me a scare!” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the blue-haired gnome said. He joined her at the wall’s edge. Unfortunately, he wasn’t tall enough to peer over the crenellations. 
 
    “Do you want me to hold you up?” Dora offered. 
 
    “No, no. I only have a little bit of dignity left, I’d prefer it if you didn’t take it from me like that,” Rindel said with a sad shake of his head.  
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered. “I could find you a crate or a chair…” 
 
    “Please stop talking,” Rindel requested, and she shut up.  
 
    The two stood there for a while in silence before the green-skinned Healer broke it with a question. 
 
    “What did you mean when you asked if I was thinking about home?” Dora inquired. 
 
    “Well, I assumed you were thinking of Partaevia based on where you were looking,” Rindel explained.  
 
    “I only thought of that place as a home because my mother and I lived there. When she died, I had no more connection to that place or its awful people,” she said darkly. “Why is it that so-called ‘civilized’ people can be so vile and cruel, yet the people here in these wastelands offer me more kindness in two years than I received in fifteen back in Partaevia?” 
 
    “Honestly, the fault all lies with Partaevia and its xenophobic policies. If we went to Varia, Brune, or any kingdom west of the Starblinds, the people there might give you and me some odd looks, but ultimately remain friendly,” Rindel explained.  
 
    “What are the odds it will collapse in on itself anytime soon?” Dora asked hopefully. 
 
    “Couldn’t say. Though give it another century, and if the region’s beliefs don’t change, its neighbors will crush it for being such a bag of rotten fecal matter,” the gnome said bitterly.  
 
    Dora grunted in agreement. “Sounds about right.” They stayed silent a bit longer. “So, why’d you come and fetch me?” 
 
    “Well, when you didn’t show up after work, Reed and I got worried, so I came to look for you,” the gnome said.  
 
    “Oh. Sorry for making you two worry, I guess. And thanks for caring,” she said shyly, unused to being cared for in such a manner. 
 
    “No problem. By the way, Reed has something he wants to tell. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “Really?” Dora asked, surprised. “Did his mysterious client finally deign to meet with me?” 
 
    Rindel nodded, and the half-orc’s souls swelled with hope and excitement. 
 
    “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” she cried, grabbing Rindel’s arm and dragging him along after her. Their height difference resulted in Dora practically carrying the gnome a foot or so off the ground as she jogged back to the mansion. 
 
    “Ow! Ow! Stop pulling so hard! Ow!” Rindel complained. Dora laughed nervously and put him down when they reached the entrance to Reed’s home. Her palms glowed green as she checked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Good news is that I didn’t hurt you!” Dora said cheerfully. 
 
    “And what’s the bad news?” he demanded, rubbing his arm. 
 
    “Oh, there isn’t any. Why, should there be?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Normally, when Healers and doctors say ‘good news’ it tends to be followed up with ‘bad news,’” Rindel pointed out.  
 
    Dora didn’t have anything to say to that. He was right after all. Instead, she entered the manor and made her way to Reed’s study. 
 
    She politely knocked on the door, giddy with anticipation. When he called out for her to enter, she all but skipped into the room. 
 
    Within the wood paneled office, Reed sat behind his desk, fingers steepled. Dora looked around curiously as she sat down in a chair facing him. 
 
    “Where’s the guy?” 
 
    “I assume you mean the client who hired you to kill the Necromancer?” Reed asked for clarification. When Dora nodded, he smirked. “I’m sorry, but he’s not here.” 
 
    “But Rindel said he’d be here,” Dora complained, her mood deflating. 
 
    “Uh, no, I did not,” the gnome protested, puffing slightly as he appeared at the door to the study. “I just told you Reed had something to tell you about the matter. Not that the mysterious client would be at the manor.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dora muttered, disappointed. Reed couldn’t help it, and he quickly cracked up, laughing at the whole situation. His laughter suddenly transformed into a terrible hacking cough and Dora quickly leaned over and applied some Healing magic on him. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” Reed whispered, his voice hoarse.  
 
    “It was no problem,” she assured him, sitting back down. “So, what is the message your client has for me?” 
 
    “The client wishes to meet with you. He is not here, as you now know. And he will not be coming here, either. Thus, he desires that you come to him,” Reed explained.  
 
    “I suppose I can do that,” she said slowly. “Where is he, exactly? Another outpost somewhere? The Lake of Tears? Annod Bol?” 
 
    “He resides within the Aldani Gorge,” the elderly mayor revealed, and Rindel hissed in shock. 
 
    “What? Who’d be stupid enough to live inside that place? It’s crawling with monsters, and is a veritable labyrinth!”  
 
    “Is he going to send someone to escort me to his home?” Dora asked worriedly, no less shocked than Rindel. 
 
    Reed’s expression twitched. “No, he is not. You’ll have to find him yourself.” 
 
    “What in the Hells?” Dora demanded angrily, slamming her hands on the desk. “First he makes me do his dirty work, and now he wants to test me with some ridiculous maze running task?! He promised me a reward and information, not… this!” 
 
    “I am no less pleased with this than you are, I assure you,” Reed said, holding up placating hands. “But, I cannot go against this client’s wishes. He is far too powerful.” 
 
    “Truly?” Dora asked, disbelief clear in her voice. 
 
    “His power and influence make the Tower Lords of Annod Bol look like children trying to act like adults,” Reed stated. 
 
    “Oh. Oooh!” the half-orc exclaimed. A shiver of fear ran down her spine. The Tower Lords were akin to kings who ruled over the Cracked Land. And this mysterious client was on a pedestal higher than theirs? 
 
    “When do I have to go and enter the Gorge?” Dora inquired softly. 
 
    “Dora!” Rindel gasped. She gave him a sad look. 
 
    “There’s no other choice, Rindel. If I want information on where Scarrot, Holt, and the others are, I have to go to this man. He holds all the cards right now, and if I refuse, then we can kiss the Menagerie goodbye.” 
 
    The gnome looked like he wanted to protest, but Dora’s expression of stoic acceptance made him hold his tongue. 
 
    “Fine. But I’m going with you!” he declared. 
 
    “I’m afraid you cannot do that,” Reed interjected. “His request was for Dora to enter the Gorge alone.” 
 
    “Besides,” the mob boss-like mayor continued, glancing down at Rindel’s legs, “how can you possibly traverse the Aldani Gorge as you are? Your artificial legs are not suited for hard travel through such a place. Hells, you need to constantly clean them thanks to the ever-pervasive dust in Creidor. You’d never make it through the Gorge.” 
 
    The Menagerie’s former quartermaster wanted to argue, but he knew the facts as well as Reed did. He turned a worried expression towards Dora, who smiled comfortingly at him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. You guys taught me all about how to survive in the Dreadlands, after all.” 
 
    Rindel’s smile was strained. What else could he do?  
 
    “Come along, Dora, I have gathered some supplies for you to use. Let us take a quick look at them,” Reed ordered. 
 
    He escorted Dora down the hall to a small dressing room with piles of luggage littering the area. All sorts of equipment lay on tables and chairs. It was a survivalist’s paradise, with water gathering and purifying tools lying next to fire starting items, cooking utensils, sleeping bags and magically warded tents. 
 
    “Select what you like from here. But make sure you can actually carry it all,” Reed said.  
 
    “You’re really letting me pick what I want?” Dora gasped. 
 
    “Of course,” he said calmly. “I’ll never use this stuff, and my staff rarely has a need to venture out beyond Creidor. Help yourself.” 
 
    Giddy as a little girl in a candy shop, Dora ran about the room, examining the items and selecting what she needed, as well as a few extra things she’d always wanted. Some were for personal use, like self-heating blankets and auto-cooling capes, others were for feminine hygiene. All of them were expensive. 
 
    By the end of her not-quite-shopping spree Dora had accumulated quite an astonishing number of items, some of which Reed had completely forgotten he’d once owned. 
 
    Most of her stuff was now stored in a backpack-shaped Bag of Holding. Said item was another artifact Reed had gifted her. It was quite the present. Each Bag of Holding was capable of containing vast amounts of supplies while reducing the weight to almost nothing thanks to powerful enchants that made the inside of the object bigger than its outside would suggest. The mouth of the bag itself could stretch, letting her put in and remove items that normally wouldn’t fit inside a regular pouch. 
 
    Inside of the Bag of Holding were her camping supplies, including, but not limited to, a water-proof tent with built in heating and cooling enchantments as well as an Alarm ward, several Cinder twigs for lighting fires or creating flares, a boiling rod, a water gathering and purifying pot, a half dozen plates and cups embedded with Detect Poison enchantments, and a pair of boots that were fire-proof, water-proof, and dirt resistant. The latter weren’t very magical, but useful for avoiding trekking in large amounts of dust and grime into a nice, pristine campsite. Plus, it would let her traverse the Cracked Land more safely. Sure, she could use her Healing magic to fix any sore and blistered feet she got, but she’d prefer to save her magic for actual wounds. 
 
    And then there was a brand-new Potion Belt which contained two all-purpose Antidotes, a Cure Minor Disease potion in case of rabies, and four Moderate Mana Potions in case she ran low on spells and needed to cast quickly. Since her old Potion Belt had been destroyed when she’d used an overpowered and incomplete spell to vanquish the Necromancer, she’d been hoping for a while to find a new one to replace it. 
 
    “I think this is everything,” Dora mused as she tried on a traveler’s coat with magically enlarged pockets and a Temperature Control enchantment woven into it. She nodded at her reflection in the minor. “Hmm! Yes, indeed, this is almost everything!” 
 
    “And what more do you need?” Reed asked, leaning on his cane. 
 
    “A better weapon,” Dora declared. “My old crossbow is getting rather worn. I’ve had to replace the string several times, and the arms just aren’t bending like they used to. Plus, the trigger is not as responsive anymore and I have to hold it down harder to get it to fire.” 
 
    “I shall see what I can do about that,” the mayor of Creidor assured her. She smiled warmly in thanks and went back to browsing.  
 
    “Oh! And maybe a knife, in case of close combat,” she suggested after a moment. Reed merely nodded. 
 
    All good things must come to an end, however, and after another hour of trying on clothes and rooting through supplies, Dora was finished. With a sorrowful glance back at the room, she allowed herself to be taken back to her bedroom.  
 
    “I leave tomorrow, then?” she inquired, and Reed nodded.  
 
    “I will make sure the kitchens whip up a week’s worth of rations for you. It shouldn’t take that long to reach the client, but when dealing with him and the Gorge, I find it best to err on the side of caution,” he explained.  
 
    “Thank you for everything, Reed,” she said, and hugged him. At first, the old man didn’t know what to do, and awkwardly patted her back.  
 
    “There, there?” he said, unsure. 
 
    Dora giggled. “Never been hugged before?” 
 
    “I don’t get many hugs as the mayor. Nor did I receive many before that, come to think of it,” Reed admitted.  
 
    “Well, just enjoy it,” Dora suggested. “You know, I’ve always wanted grandparents. Mother never told me if her parents were still alive, and, well, I don’t know my father. So, what I’m asking is, if you don’t mind, could I call you ‘grandfather?’” 
 
    “…Of course. Whatever you like,” Reed said, surreptitiously wiping a tear from his eyes. He wasn’t crying! He was a man! An old, cruel, heartless man who rose to power on the blood of others. He was not sentimental over gaining a granddaughter! 
 
    His hug became genuine, and he politely ignored the smirk Rindel and the servants wore as they watched the tender scene. 
 
    She released him before retiring to her bedroom to prepare for dinner. Once the young Healer was gone, he coughed lightly and glanced around at the people nearby. 
 
    “No need to say anything, boss. We won’t say a word,” Rindel said, making a sewing motion over his lips to emphasis they were sealed.  
 
    “Good. That’s good,” he said, before hobbling his way to the dining room. “Come along, Rindel, we must discuss some financial questions I had regarding your tollgate proposition…” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The next day arrived quickly, and before dawn had fully come, Dora was busy putting her saddle on Starspot. Her trusty and beloved steed shifted minutely so the young Healer had an easier time attaching it. 
 
    Rindel and Reed stood nearby, watching her as she prepared to leave. 
 
    “Take care of yourselves while I’m gone,” Dora said as she effortlessly mounted Starspot. 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’re supposed to say to you?” the blue-haired gnome asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Nah, I’m always prepared and able to take care of myself. You two on the other hand…” she trailed off meaningfully.  
 
    “No respect for their elders these day! No respect!” Reed laughed, waving Dora off. “Go on, get out of here! And come back alive, please.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dora said firmly, and guided Starspot out of the manor’s stables. The pair were out of the gate within minutes and riding hard towards the Aldani Gorge. She smirked in the direction of the great canyon.  
 
    “Hang on just a little bit longer, everyone,” Dora whispered to the wind. “I’m coming to save you soon!” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Creidor was a few hours ride from the large, labyrinthine canyon that was the Aldani Gorge. It was so massive that it could be seen from atop Creidor’s walls, or one of the tall buildings within the town.  
 
    The Gorge stretched out over a vast swath of land, reaching out of the Cracked Land and invading a small portion of Par-Orria. But to try and pass through it to go from one end to the other was foolhardy, at best. Suicidal at worst.  
 
    The Aldani Gorge was home to numerous monsters, many of which were feared for their deep connection to Earth Element magic, and their ability to petrify foes. The Stone Gaze of the Cockatrice. The Petrification Venom of the Basilisk. Strange Elementals made of stone, mud, and clay that escaped from Gaeum, the Elemental Plane of Earth. All these and more dwelled within the sprawling natural maze. For good reason the Gorge’s nickname was the Stone Pit.  
 
    Trying to evade the denizens of the Gorge while exploring it was no easy task. But Dora was confident in her chances of success. She hadn’t just healed the merchandise of the Menagerie. She learned from them.  
 
    While the Yellowmoon Menagerie had carried slaves to and from the markets, it was also renowned for its selection of captured beasts and monsters. Sphinxes and Manticores to be trained as guard dogs. Trolls to be used as brute labor. If it could be captured, the Yellowmoon could do so and make a tidy profit.  
 
    And as she worked alongside these hunters, Dora had learned much about the creatures that called the Dreadlands home. She was confident this knowledge would serve her well in her travels through the Aldani Gorge.  
 
    As she approached the outskirts of the Gorge, Starspot began to nicker in fear as the scent of monster wafted up from the earthen maze.  
 
    “Calm down, Starspot,” Dora murmured soothingly. “It’s alright. I’m here. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    The brown mare with a white star-shaped mark on her forehead pranced nervously, but after a few more calming words from her rider, continued to advance.  
 
    Seeing Starspot’s troubles, Dora waved her hand through the air, muttering incantations. Soon, the rank stench of the Gorge’s inhabitants faded, and the sturdy horse relaxed perceptibly.  
 
    “There you go, my brave girl,” Dora cooed. “Can you continue on now?” 
 
    Starspot snorted and trotted down into the Gorge, leaving the half-orc with a wide grin. “Yes! Let’s do this! Come on, Starspot! Let’s ride!” 
 
    The pair descended into the canyon, unaware of eyes that were watching their every move. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    She was here! Soul-Giver! Light-Bearer! At last she has left the filthy settlement! 
 
    A dark grey creature lurked in the distance, watching the maiden with glowing violet eyes. Entering the town had not been an option for it was too small to have any proper places to skulk and hide. Observation of the target had to be done from a distance, which was hard, given that the green-skinned Healer was in a town with fairly high walls. 
 
    But this set-back had not dampened its spirits. Oh, what a wonder! Emotions! So curious! So wrong! Yet they felt so right! 
 
    The creature shook its head clear of those thoughts. Now was not the time to get lost in its newfound mental abilities. It had a mission to perform; observe the young Healer and determine if she was, in fact, the Chosen One its master sought. It felt certain she was the being spoken of in the prophecy, but needed more proof.  
 
    It crawled across the cracked ground, undetected by its prey or the beast she rode. It had no scent to give it away, and its flesh was caked in the grime of the wasteland, allowing it to pretend to be a lumpy rock when it went still.  
 
    The Healer approached the Gorge. A mote of annoyance filled the creature’s mind. It would be very easy to lose track of the girl within the winding paths of the canyon. It would have to stay very close to her. Otherwise she might escape it. That would not do at all. 
 
    It slunk closer, moving a touch faster to maintain a decent distance from its prey. Neither of them noticed. Good. That was good. 
 
    Yet a part of the creature that had not existed until the green-hued one had accidentally blessed it yearned for the maiden to notice it. To acknowledge its child. It wanted mother-… 
 
    No! Not mother! Just a target. Prey. That was all she was! So what if she had given it a soul? She had not meant to. A mistake. An accident, born of her miraculous defeat of the Necromancer in the sandy city. There was no connection between them. No bond. 
 
    No, it was best that it had no attachments to this potential Chosen One. After all, fondness and compassion -curse these new emotions!-  would make things harder when it was given the order to end her life. 
 
    The creature watched, and followed behind the green one.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Grandpa! She’s coming! She’s coming!” a young girl cheered and she bounced up and down in front of a mirror. Instead of her reflection, the glass showed an image of a blonde haired half-orc slowly making her way into the Aldani Gorge astride a beautiful warhorse.  
 
    “Can I go get her? Please? Pretty please?” 
 
    “No, my dear. She must come to us, first.” The voice that replied to the child was not really there. It was made not through vocal chords or fleshy bits, but through the crackling hiss of telepathy, forced into the air via magic. 
 
    The little girl pouted, before brightening up. “Can I wear my dress when she does come?” 
 
    “Of course. You have to look your best for our guest, after all,” the voice-that-was-not said. “She’s very important, after all.” 
 
    “I know, right?! Her soul is so beautiful… so silvery and flowery…” the little girl said with a sigh of admiration. “I really, really want her, Grandpa.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you can’t have this one. At least, not yet,” the false voice said. “But, once she saves the world, I’m sure if you ask politely she might allow you to buy her corpse once she dies.” 
 
    “Awww! But I want her now!” the child demanded petulantly, stamping a foot in anger. 
 
    A dark, rasping chuckle echoed through the room. “You cannot have her, my dear, but perhaps you can play with the uninvited guest?” 
 
    The girl’s face scrunched up in confusion. “Huh?” She turned to the mirror and stared into it. 
 
    “You must be going senile, Grandpa, because there’s no one else there!” 
 
    “Not at all. There, see?” a charred and skeletal finger reached out of the darkness and tapped against the mirror’s surface at a point several feet behind the half-orc and horse. The girl frowned as she peered at it.  
 
    There was nothing there. No, wait, there was something, but it was invisible. No, wait, not invisible… 
 
    “It’s pretending to be nothing?” the child guessed. 
 
    “It’s a piece of the Void that is pretending to be real,” the telepathic voice replied. “Your mirror cannot accurately detect it, as whatever this thing is, it’s immune to magic. But that defense is a weakness. That little blob of ‘nothingness’ that the mirror detected is moving, thus, proving something is in fact there.” 
 
    “Wow! You’re so smart, Grandpa! And not at all senile!”  
 
    The boney finger retreated from the mirror. “Thank you. Now, why not go and play for a bit? I will continue to observe our guest, and call for you when she is ready.” 
 
    “Yay!” the little girl cheered, before running out of the shadow-filled room. Wrapped within the darkness, the figure known as ‘Grandpa’ shifted.  
 
    He stared into the mirror, watching everything. One of the Divine Lilies was about to arrive. Now, how should he proceed? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3: The Stone Pit 
 
      
 
    Dora’s eyes swept from side to side, observing everything around her. The walls of the canyons seemed to close in on her, and it was with a heavy heart that Dora feared she might be claustrophobic. Or maybe everything just felt different being alone. The last time she’d ventured into the Aldani Gorge, it had been with Scarrot and a few others from the Menagerie in order to catch a rare Golden Mole.  
 
    Dora shivered as she felt eyes upon her, and she nervously looked behind her. Still nothing there, but that didn’t mean much. Starspot neighed softly, and Dora reached out to stroke her mane.  
 
    “It’s alright,” she murmured, trying to convince herself as well as the horse that everything would be fine. 
 
    A memory from a year back when she had visited the Gorge resurfaced, and she cursed silently to herself that she’d never asked if the dragon that had moved into the area had ever left.  
 
    Dora then shifted her thoughts to the path she had taken through the Aldani Gorge the last time she’d visited. Most of that was a blur, but a few trails and landmarks stuck out in her mind. She followed the mica studded stone wall towards the forest of stone spires and petrified trees, and wandered through the remains of an ancient river bed.  
 
    But the further she traveled into the Gorge, the less her memories helped her. She’d and the Menagerie’s crew had only stayed on the outskirts, not willing to delve too deep, and had left as soon as they’d found the animal they were looking for. 
 
    She was starting to understand why this place was so reviled. Although what few monsters crossed her path were easily dissuaded with spells and crossbow bolts, a heavier, more oppressive atmosphere filled the Gorge the deeper she went. 
 
    “This whole place feels off,” the Healer muttered, feeling the twisting tides of the ambient mana around her. There was a flavor to the air that felt dirty and wrong. Corrupted in some ways that hid beneath the Earth Element energy that flowed thick through the canyon.  
 
    “Now, if I was the master of a Necromancer, where would I hide in a place like this?” Dora mused aloud as she came to a fork in the path. Both roads were identical. Trying to decide which to take, she frowned, deep in thought. An idea struck her, and she reached out with her senses to examine the mana around her. 
 
    “Hmm. Dark magic,” she muttered, realizing the source of the corruption in the air. She glanced about, and turned towards the left path, directing Starspot down it. This way lay the thickest concentration of Dark magic. It was a long shot, but hopefully by following this trail she would come across a sign of the client’s presence.  
 
    And now everything about the canyon’s sense of wrongness fell into place. The area was suffused with Miasma, the side effect of potent Dark magic residing in a single place for too long. Animals would steer clear of any place that started to develop like this. 
 
    The realization made her pause. The last time she’d felt this much Miasma had been in the Saludan city of Rahmal’Alram. There, its presence had been due to an influx of Creeping Rot, a disease that created zombies, which had been introduced thanks to the client’s rogue Necromancer. Here in the Gorge, however, she hadn’t seen or sensed any Undead around yet. So what on Erafore could be generating this much Miasma? 
 
    Nonetheless, she traveled deeper into the Gorge, the sense of wrongness increasing until it surpassed the Miasma she’d encountered in Saluda. By the time dusk began to fall it took all of her animal handling skills to keep Starspot from bolting in fear. As the half-orc steered her mount over to a relatively open spot to make camp, she knew she’d have to take drastic measures. 
 
    “Easy, girl! Easy!” Dora cooed, stroking Starspot as she dismounted. “I think I have an idea that might help you. Hold still.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and placed a hand on Starspot’s nose. “Fear not the Dark. Resist the temptations of sin. In life, let Light shine on all! Protection from Evil!” 
 
    Silver light danced across the horse’s body as the spell sunk in. It was a spell used to fortify the mind and body from the effect of Dark magic. For animals, who were sensitive to matters that humans and other sapients were not, fear was a natural response to the unnaturalness that was the Dark Element. And since as the Gorge was full of the stuff at the moment, some sort of protection against the fear-producing miasma that accompanied the Darkness was vital.  
 
    Dora had spent a few days learning this spell after she’d survived the encounter with the Necromancer back in Rahmal’Alram. She did not want to be that weak and helpless when facing Dark magic ever again. And now her efforts paid off in spades, as Starspot immediately settled down, the mind-altering effects of the Gorge’s miasma no longer taking hold.  
 
    Dora frowned, though. Her spellwork was sloppy. The Protection from Evil spell wouldn’t last more than an hour or two. She wasn’t used to using spells with long term effects. Usually, when her spells were used, it was to heal a wound and that was that. And she was absolutely terrible when it came to enchanting things. She could never get the spell to stick to the object for longer than a few seconds, so placing the spell on Starspot’s reins or bridle to keep her calm throughout the night wouldn’t work.  
 
    With a sigh, the Healer came to a decision she wasn’t proud of, but had to make all the same. She led Starspot over to a spot where she dug a wooden stake into the ground, and tied Starspot’s reins to. Nodding in satisfaction, Dora turned to her beloved horse. 
 
    “Sorry about this. Sleep,” she commanded. Starspot let out a horsey yawn and quickly dozed off. The Healer sighed in relief. Hopefully, Starspot would sleep peacefully through the night this way. It hurt her to put her closest friend under a spell like that, but what else could she do? 
 
    The half-orc quickly began to move around the clearing, setting up her tent as well as the various ward stones to erect a simple but effective barrier around her campsite. It wouldn’t stop anything from entering the perimeter, but it would make the area seem to be empty, and underlined with a basic Compulsion charm to ignore the area, most animals and monsters would avoid her camp. 
 
    Wiping her brow, Dora looked over the campsite and nodded in approval at her handiwork. Years of doing the same with the Menagerie had stood her in good stead. The half-orc couldn’t help but look over at Starspot a mite enviously, though. She was sleeping peacefully, and all signs pointed to her not growing restless even after Protection from Evil wore off. 
 
    Dora glanced at her tent longingly as a yawn threatened to escape her lips but held it in and went over the wards and defenses one more time. She was concerned about safety, and she was all alone for the first time since she could remember. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling. 
 
    After several close examinations of the various wards, it was with a begrudging amount of acceptance that everything that had been set up had been done so to the best of her ability. Had she been a mage trained in the Occult style of spell casting she might have noticed places to improve the wards, but no, her talent lay in Divine magic. 
 
    The light was starting to fail, dusk giving way to night. The moon was out, a waxing gibbous that lit the sky with pale light. Dora had always found the name ‘gibbous moon’ hilarious. It always brought to mind images of one of those monkeys she’d read about in books mooning passing travelers.  
 
    Dora looked at the sky, well aware she could not continue to fret. So, with a weary heart she slipped into her tent and got ready for the evening. She did not remove her clothes, keeping them on as she wiggled her way into her sleeping bag. At her side, her new crossbow sat within arm’s reach. Unloaded, but ready to be used in case of emergencies. And a knife in a sheath was carefully hidden beneath the stuffed sack she was using as a pillow. 
 
    Once everything seemed to be in order she allowed herself to relax and let the tension and tiredness of the day lull her into a fitful slumber. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “It’s been a while, child. I am surprised to see you here again.” 
 
    With a start, Dora sat up, looking around wildly, heart hammering in her chest. Immediately she knew she was not where she had fallen asleep. Panic swiftly gave way to confusion, and then to resignation as she realized where she’d ended up. 
 
    She lay on the floor of a large metal cage, the bars deceptively thin and widely spaced, but the thought of even trying to escape never once got further than an idle thought, as the figure closely watching the cage buried any such notions beneath layers of fear and reverence.  
 
    Tall and wrapped head to toe like a mummy in iron chains, whilst seated upon a throne made of countless cages, was none other than Naliot, the Chained God, patron of slavers, jailers, and those who trapped and imprisoned others. He was a harsh god, feared more than loved, but he was strong, and his influence in the Dreadlands was not to be underestimated.  
 
    The god loomed over the cage Dora was in, and she felt small and insignificant underneath his glowing grey eyes. She cautiously looked around the area. The audience chamber where Naliot reigned had not changed since she had last seen it. Dark brown wood panels decorated the area, with bird cages suspended from chains hanging from the ceiling, while many more square cages littered the floor, stacked upon one another so they formed parodies of furniture. And within many of them trapped souls cried and begged for freedom, their voices creating a cacophony of misery that set Dora’s teeth on edge. Other cages acted as lanterns, filled with flickering orange and red flames that cast dancing shadows over everything. 
 
    “I do not understand. Why have you called me here?” she asked, hugging her knees to her chest as she sat and stared up at the lord of slaves.  
 
    “Twas not I that called for you, but another. The fact you appeared here, in my domain, is a surprise to myself as well.” 
 
    “Why would I appear before you if another god wished for my presence? And who would desire to speak to a mere Healer like myself?” Dora demanded. She instantly regretted her sharp tone as Naliot glared at her and shifted loudly, the metal links of his bondage screaming louder than the damned souls around him. 
 
    “Your anger is understandable, and you have gone through much hardship recently, so I will not hold your words and tone against you. However, this is your sole warning,” the Chained God declared. “As for why you were not taken to the realm of the god who summoned you, it is a simple answer. You reject them and their teachings. As such, their attempts to communicate with you failed, and their efforts deposited you here, before the deity you have the most connection to.” 
 
    Dora recoiled, disgust plastered on her face. The thought that her soul was bonded to something like Naliot was revolting. The god merely laughed at that, her expression and thoughts amusing. 
 
    “Yes, it is quite sickening that a babe with a head full of stars and silly dreams would consider me a better patron than the Divine Family.” 
 
    The half-orc opened her mouth to retort, but snapped it shut as just quickly. In part, this was because she just barely managed to recall that the one in front of her was not a kind individual with her well-being in mind, but also because the revelation of who had tried to reach her had sent a tremor through her soul. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and growled, her puny fangs seeming much more threatening in the distorted light of the room. The Divine Family wanted to speak with her? They wished to commune with her now, after so many years of agonizing silence?! 
 
    “No!” Dora roared. “How dare they?! I refuse to speak with them!” 
 
    Naliot chuckled. “See? You reject them so fiercely. And even without knowing what they seek to speak with you about.” 
 
    “They didn’t speak to me when I begged and prayed as I was bullied. They didn’t answer me when my mother was murdered. And they didn’t do anything when the only people left I care about were taken by foul magic!” Dora shouted furiously. “So let their entreaties go to the Hells, for all I care!” 
 
    As she sat there in the cage, huffing and collecting her composure, Naliot merely watched the half-orc. A calculating gleam was in his eyes, and if Dora had noticed it, she might have felt worried. 
 
    “If you truly refuse to speak with your old pantheon, who am I to judge?” the Chained God said with a shrug once she got herself under control. “Might I make a suggestion, in that case?” 
 
    Dora looked up, eyes narrowed in suspicion. Naliot chuckled at the expression on her mint green face before sobering.  
 
    “What if I were to become your patron in full? Much like I have done for Scarrot, I can bestow upon you powerful gifts. Each of which would benefit you mightily in your rescue efforts.” 
 
    The half-orc looked down, pondering the god’s words. It was a tempting offer. More than anything, becoming one of Naliot’s champions meant she would be able to control the concept of ‘imprisonment.’ She’d heard from Holt that as Naliot’s Paladin, Scarrot could pick any lock, escape any bindings or cage, or make the reverse possible, by turning locks unpickable and bindings inescapable. and there was the added benefit that any who wore a slave collar would be forced to obey his every command. And not just like with the secret codes Scarrot had taught her for controlling slave collars, but genuine obedience that did not require loopholes or magic. A single word and a slave would do anything she asked. Anything. 
 
    And there was the oh-so appealing fact that there was at least one deity who was going to look after her. Her faith in the Divine Family was sorely tested at this point and having a different patron appealed to Dora. Despite her turning aside from Cynthia and her family, the half-orc still recalled the peace of mind the prayers and gospel had brought her as a child, and she yearned for something similar to keep her grounded. 
 
    Naliot was a prime candidate. After all, here in the Dreadlands his power was felt more keenly than that of any other deity, and his blessings would stand her in good stead with the inhabitants of the dusty wasteland. 
 
    But doubt wormed its way into her mind; if Naliot’s gifts were so great, why hadn’t they enabled Scarrot to escape his captors? Why had he not returned, his kidnappers’ severed heads strapped to his belt like trophies? Where in the Six Hells was he and the rest of the Menagerie? 
 
    Either Scarrot was not as devout as the rumors claimed, or the abductor’s patron exceeded Naliot’s abilities and blessings. 
 
    Dora opened her mouth to speak to the Chained One before her in hopes of getting these questions answered, but was interrupted by a loud, thunderous ‘BOOM!’ that shook the chamber. 
 
    Naliot sat bolt upright, going rigid in shock and staring at the far end of his domain. Curious, and more than a little bit afraid, Dora turned her head as well to catch a glimpse of what was happening. Behind her was a large steel door that starkly stood out from the dark wood of its frame. Embossed on its surface were countless silver chains. 
 
    Another loud crashing shook the chamber, and the door shuddered violently, rattling in its frame. A second boom. Then a third. Naliot rose, roaring furiously and demanding that the assault cease. There was a long moment of silence.  
 
    “BOOOOM!” The door cracked, a great rent that consumed its entire middle, reaching from top to bottom. Silver light spilled forth from the spreading wound. The silver light then grew brighter and brighter until it completely engulfed Naliot’s domain, and he howled in pain as it seared his flesh.  
 
    Dora cried out in shock and raised her hands to cover her eyes to shield herself from the sudden glow. The silver washed over her, and all she could see was white. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    With a gasp, Dora sat bolt upright, panting heavily. She looked around wildly, one hand unconsciously drawing the knife from beneath her pillow, while the other snatched up her crossbow.  
 
    For a few, pulse pounding moments Dora looked around in a panic before she got her breathing under control and a good look at her new surroundings. 
 
    She was back in her tent, and there was a dull orange glow of dawn seeping through the canvas. Shakily, she crawled to the flap and peeked out. Her campsite was exactly the way she’d left it, without a single stone out of place. Starspot was still tied to her post and asleep, making little neighing noises as she had horsey dreams. Above, the sun was starting to tickle the horizon with its rays, illuminating the landscape, though the path Dora had taken through the Aldani Gorge would not get proper light until the sun was directly overhead. 
 
    The half-orc sighed out in relief seeing everything in order. “Was it a dream?” she wondered aloud. Everything she had experienced last night had seemed too real not to be an actual experience.  
 
    She was drenched in sweat and felt sticky. Putting her weapons down, she wandered out of her tent to fetch some water to wipe herself off with. As she reached for her pack at the entrance of her tent, though, she paused. 
 
    There, at the foot of her bedroll, was the small cast iron statuette of Naliot that had been given to her by Holt and the others in the Menagerie a year ago. It lay on its side, a tiny crack running from top to bottom.  
 
    Confused, and slightly worried, Dora reached out to pick it up with her left hand, but her appendage froze mid grasp. Wrapped around her left wrist, tangled up with the silver Bracelet of Nia she had been gifted for saving Rahmal’Alram, was a disturbingly familiar necklace with three charms; a golden dove, a silver bolt of cloth and a silver lily flower.  
 
    Trembling, Dora carefully untangled the necklace from her bracelet. Her mind was blank with fearful shock. It was her mother’s necklace, one of the few pieces of jewelry she had owned before her death. Dora had kept it, though it had been too painful to keep close by or wear, and so had hidden it in the depths of her pack for years. 
 
    It should have still been there, crammed deep in her pack, between her finer clothes and the rain gear. Yet there it was, wrapped around her wrist when she knew she had never bothered to look for it since the Menagerie was attacked.  
 
    Uncertainty gripped her soul, and her eyes flickered over to the wayward idol. Her hands still shaking, she lifted it up. And though she was uncertain, the crack through the middle of the metal statue appeared almost identical to the one that had been inflicted on the door to Naliot’s inner sanctum.   
 
    Dora sucked in her breath through her teeth, shocked and stunned, and feeling more than a little fear gnaw at her heart. Something was going on. Matters of a divine nature were occurring right now, and though she wanted to deny it, they all seemed to be focusing on her. Her! Dora wanted to laugh at that thought. 
 
    She was an eighteen-year-old half-orc Healer who’d lived a hard life. She’d done a bit of slaving, done a bit of saving. Sure, she had stopped the Rapture Dawn cult from summoning the demonic mistress of sin, the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, and saved the city of Rahmal’Alram from a growing siege of Undead, but those were acts she’d done for her own benefit! Not out of some sort of sense of duty or desire to be heroic! There was nothing about her that could explain why gods would fight over her!  
 
    The evidence that said otherwise was all there, though. The dream, the cracked idol, the necklace she’d refused to look at for years but now found on her arm. It was all building up and pointing to something beyond ridiculous happening around her. 
 
    “I’m not some sort of special hero. I’m not a chosen one of any sort!” Dora said to herself. It was not as firmly as she’d have liked it to be, though. Unable to stand the sight of either the statuette or her mother’s necklace, she grabbed both items and stuffed them deep into the depths of her pack, before taking down the tent and the campsite.  
 
    She then walked over to Starspot, and raised a hand to awaken her, but quickly cast a second Protection from Evil before finally getting her horse up. 
 
    “Come on lazy bones, it’s morning,” Dora said softly, stroking Starspot’s mane while also bringing out an apple. Upon smelling the fruit, the large steed huffed drowsily and quickly woke up. With a happy neigh, Starspot ate the apple out of Dora’s hand.  
 
    “Good girl. Here, eat up. I don’t know how much further we’ll have to travel, but let’s keep your strength up,” Dora declared, removing a feedbag full of oats. Starspot happily began to chew the food, while Dora made her own breakfast out of dried biscuits and jerky. She’d gone to bed without dinner last night, and felt the pangs of hunger from that foolish decision fade slowly after her less than satisfying breakfast. 
 
    She swallowed her meal down, washing the bland and salty taste out of her mouth with a few mouthfuls of water from a sealed pouch. She then emptied the waterskin into a bucket and offered it to Starspot. The horse eagerly slurped up the precious liquid. 
 
    As she waited for her partner to finish her meal, Dora spent a few minutes cleaning up the campsite, tidying up the runestones that contained the temporary wards, removing the tiny bits of trash every camp seemed to generate, and took a few moments to brush Starspot’s coat and check the condition of her hooves. 
 
    One of the most important rules in the Dreadlands was that any and all beasts of burden were as close as dear friends, and often treated better than family. Be it the horse-rearing masters of Saluda, the mules and donkeys that were popular with the inhabitants of the Cracked Land, or the massive War Boars that the orcs of the Jungle preferred, animals were vital to survival. 
 
    A traveler treated their animal well. Those who didn’t often found themselves barred from the Outposts that were oases of safety in the deadly wilds. It might have been expensive to pay for what a draft horse required in terms of feed and equipment, but it was worth it. Trying to go by foot for more than a few miles was a death sentence. Life in the Dreadlands required an animal companion.  
 
    And Starspot was Dora’s. And the half-orc loved her. She took pride in her steed’s strength and beauty and found a small measure of peace when she was brushing her coat, untangling her mane, or checking her horseshoes. 
 
    Sensing the traces of anxiety in her rider, Starspot neighed comfortingly and rubbed her head up against Dora’s. the Healer giggled at that, and nuzzled Starspot in return.  
 
    “Heh, it’s okay, Starspot. It was just a bad dream.” The loyal steed did not believe Dora’s words any more than the half-orc herself did, and snorted. Starspot then proceeded to try and eat her straw blonde hair. 
 
    “Ack! Stop that! My hair might look like hay, but it’s not!” Dora protested, yanking her ponytail out of the horse’s mouth. She wrinkled her nose at the slobber covered hair and groaned. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done! Now I have to clean up this mess.” Dora rooted around in her pack for the water gathering kettle and brought it out, activating the enchantment. Slowly, it filled with water as moisture from the air was sucked into the enchanted object. When it was halfway full she cut off the flow of mana to the artifact and brought out a Soapstone from her pack.  
 
    She spent the next few minutes tending to her hair, and once it was all clean again, dumped the water into the bone-dry soil. It would evaporate quickly in the heat, and the Healer could already tell the late summer weather was going to be unpleasant even in the shade of the canyon.  
 
    To Dora’s surprise, after rinsing off her hair she felt a lot better. Her mind was still worrying over the unnatural meeting between herself and Naliot that had occurred last night, but it felt distant. She had other problems to tend to before she could panic about the Chained God and the Divine Family contacting her again. And wasn’t that a sentence she’d never thought she’d have to imagine!   
 
    And the first problem to contend with, now that her hair was horse spit free, was following the Dark magic back to its source, and with it, hopefully locate the accursed mystery client of hers. 
 
    With practiced ease, Dora attached the saddle to Starspot, and then swung herself into the seat. It was time to ride, and the horse snorted eagerly. With the spell protecting her simple, horsey mind from the fear inducing effects of the local Miasma, Starspot trotted swiftly through the channels of the Aldani Gorge, directed by the Healer as she followed the trail the Darkness gave her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4: A terrible darkness 
 
      
 
    The day passed, and the oppressive atmosphere continued to grow. By the time noon rolled around, Dora had had to refresh Protection from Evil on Starspot four times and had begun to put it on herself as well after the third refresh. 
 
    The Miasma was thick enough that even she started to feel the effects. The itching sensation at the back of her head of being watched, already a nuisance since she rode out of Creidor, had doubled, and had been joined by a crawling, icy sensation down her spine that accompanied a growing feeling of dread. 
 
    But Dora had swallowed her terror and dutifully wrapped herself and Starspot in her protective spells. Protection from Evil was a Level Four spell, and took a large chunk of her mana reserves to cast. At first that hadn’t been a problem, since the time between casting the spell and it fading was a couple of hours, leaving time for her depleted reserves to regenerate. But as the Miasma became denser the spell lasted less time and took more effort to cast. And with her having to place it on two targets the cost only grew.  
 
    By her calculations, within three hours she’d have to cast this spell every thirty minutes to keep Starspot and herself calm and free from influence. She was no mage, but she did know her limits, and if this continued Dora estimated she’d have to start casting the spell every ten minutes by the time dusk rolled around. And that would not be wise, as she couldn’t maintain Protection from Evil so many times without chugging down Mana Replenishment Potions constantly. She had a few, but not nearly enough to last for several days.  
 
    Dora sighed heavily but made the hard decision. If she couldn’t find the client by sundown, she’d have to retreat from the Aldani Gorge back to Creidor and find help in delving its depths. There was just no other way. 
 
    A grumble broke through the stifling silence of the canyon, and she looked around in panic, ready to draw her crossbow at a moment’s notice, but settled down with embarrassment as she realized the sound was coming from her. 
 
    “Why don’t we stop here for some lunch, Starspot?” Dora asked, patting her neck. Starspot neighed and tossed her head, the horse equivalent of a shrug, and Dora took that as agreement. 
 
    They came to a stop under an overhang of dark brown stone that was studded with flakes of what appeared to be gold. Curious, Dora rubbed a finger against one of the spots that had a lot of the golden material on it, and her finger came away with a few specks of golden dust. She discreetly scraped some off the walls into a spare pouch. If it was gold, then it would net her a nice bit of coin back in Creidor. If it wasn’t, well, she was sure someone in Dust Town could find a use for it. Whatever it may be. 
 
    After her quick bout of gold scraping, Dora got off of Starspot and offered her a feed bag of oats. Starspot happily began to eat, and after checking that nothing was physically wrong with the horse, Dora took out her rations and began to make herself some lunch. Jerky, black bread, and hard yellow cheese washed down with a few mouthfuls of cheap wine wasn’t much of a meal, but it filled her up and made the loud hunger growls go away.  
 
    “Shall we ride?” Dora inquired, refreshing the spells on her and Starspot. A neigh was her reply, and the Healer rode on, follow the thick trail of Miasma.  
 
    “Well, I know I’m on the right track,” Dora muttered after a few hours of sedated trotting. The Miasma was now everywhere. Trying to follow it or pinpoint an origin was an endeavor in pointlessness, as it was blanketing the entire area with its presence.  
 
    But there were tricks to use to keep her on the right track. “Dancing Light,” Dora intoned, and a green orb of light appeared above her head. With a flick of her wrist, Dora sent the glowing orb forward, where it bobbed along in the Miasma’s current, flickering slightly as the Dark magic tried to crush the construct of foreign mana. 
 
    Only Dora’s concentration and focus kept the Dancing Light alive, and she used its flickering as a dowsing rod to home in on the most volatile and active regions of Miasma. If the taint of Dark magic was strong enough to extinguish her spell, then Dora knew it would only be a matter of time before its source would be found. And there, gods willing, would be her client. 
 
    The sky slowly began to darken, but only partly due to the sun starting to set. The suffocating presence of the Miasma dimmed the natural light that was present. And as the shadows thickened around the Healer and her steed, the green orb became the most potent source of light in the canyon.  
 
    The darkness pressed down on Dora and Starspot, the shadows almost like walls in their density. Terror leaked into their minds in spite of the Protection from Evil charm, not even its mystical might was enough to cancel all of the ill effects of the Miasma. 
 
    But on they pressed. The Dancing Light continued to illuminate up their surroundings, though Dora could have done without the shadows that flickered and jumped as the glowing orb sputtered like a dying candle. The unnatural movement of the shadows made Starspot jumpy and nervous, which made handling her all the more difficult. 
 
    “Easy does it, girl,” Dora muttered softly, patting Starspot’s mane comfortingly. The half-orc wondered if she should get out the blinders but decided against it. They wouldn’t help Starspot all that much, and it might be better to have her vision unobscured in case there was something waiting in ambush for them. 
 
    Dora was so focused on keeping Starspot calm and ensuring the Dancing Light did not go out that she completely forgot about the weakening effects of Protection from Evil. Without warning there was a sound like the twang of a bow string in her head, followed by a sound similar to glass shattering the filled her ears. 
 
    Gasping slightly as a choking sensation gripped her, Dora flailed around in the saddle as Starspot reared up on her hindlegs in fright. With a cry of surprise, Dora fell from Starspot’s back and landed heavily on the ground. Her concentration broken, the Dancing Light was consumed by the Darkness. The sudden lack of light was the final straw for the skittish horse. 
 
    Starspot neighed loudly in terror as the Miasma assaulted her animal brain, and the ingrained instincts of her ancestors took over. The mare bolted, spinning around and racing back through the path she’d come down. As she fled, one of her hooves came down sharply onto Dora’s right arm, and with a sickening crunch the bones in the Healer’s right hand and wrist shattered. 
 
    Dora cried out in pain and immediately began to channel healing energy into her ruined appendage in reflex, only to stop when a caustic burning sensation struck her. There was so much Dark element mana in the air that it interfered with her healing spell and started to do more harm than good, with the skin starting to rot instead of knitting back together as it should have, and the bones breaking even further. 
 
    Tears stinging her eyes, Dora curled up and held her mangled hand close to her chest, uncaring of the blood that now dripped down and stained her clothes. She felt around in the dark for her pack and sighed in relief when she felt its straps. It had fallen off of Starspot when she’d reared up in panic. 
 
    Her Bag of Holding now back in her possession, she fumbled around her waist with her left hand, trying to find her Potion Belt and remove one of the precious liquid spells from it. After a bit of fumbling, she managed to extract one of the Healing Potions and quickly poured the contents of the vial over her right hand. While her magic didn’t work in the Miasma, she was pleased to find the potion still did, and her wound closed up. It was merely superficial healing, though. The bones were still broken, and she could barely move it at all. 
 
    It would do for now, though, until she could exit the Miasma and tend to the damage herself. 
 
    The pain had brought some unexpected benefits though. With the agony of her ruined right hand nipping away at her mind, there was no room in her head for the influence of the Miasma, and she was able to stagger to her feet and continue walking through the canyon. 
 
    Her eyesight gradually adjusted to the gloom; her orcish blood helped significantly in that regard. Placing her left hand against the wall of the canyon, she began to move forward, teeth gritted as she soldiered through the pain and the fear. 
 
    Attempting to escape the Aldani Gorge crossed her mind for a moment, but she put that idea aside quickly. Without magic or her crossbow, which had gotten tangled up in Starspot’s reins when she fell, her ability to defend herself was limited. The various monsters would be on her as soon as they smelled her blood. She had to find the client now. There was no other choice. He had to know of a way out. He just had to! 
 
    “Stupid, mysterious client, wanting to act all mysterious… couldn’t he just buy a burlap bag to cover up his ugly mug if he was so afraid of being seen?” 
 
    Dora grumbled as she pushed onwards. For some reason she heard childish laughter ringing echoing off the walls of the canyon and shivered. 
 
    “Great, now there’s creepy laughter. What’s next, a kid dressed up all in white with a big cleaver asking me to play with her? Next time I see Reesh I am punching his lights out for telling me all those nasty campfire stories about murderous children,” Dora complained to herself. More unearthly mirth bounced off the walls, and for a brief, terrifying moment, Dora felt that the sound was close by. 
 
    She swallowed down her nerves and focused on the pain. Pain was good, it meant she was still alive and not paying attention to the mind-numbing horror that kept pressing down on her. 
 
    A crunch a few feet ahead of her snapped her out of her agony-induced haze, and she looked up and stared in horror at the sight of an emaciated Manticore emerging from the gloom up ahead. 
 
    Like all Manticores, this one had the body of a male lion, the wings of a bat, the tail of a scorpion, and an unsettlingly human face filled with too many razor-sharp teeth. The creature before her was old, though. What little was left of its mane was white and grey. Patches of its sandy brown fur was missing, revealing bruised and scabbed-over flesh. Its wings were tattered, incapable of flight, and one of its eyes was milky white. The Healer part of Dora winced in sympathy and wondered how long it had been lost in the Miasma? The rest of her was sensible, however, and she was rooted to the spot in terror. 
 
    The Manticore’s sole good eye, its left, stared at Dora with a terrible hunger, and it roared in joy. The sound was pathetic and scratchy, nothing like the majestic and almost musical boom a Manticore in its prime would have made, but it was loud enough to cause Dora to scream in fear and take several steps back.  
 
    She reached for her dagger with trembling hands and brought it out, holding it in her left hand in front of her in an attempt to menace the starving predator. The Manticore snorted in clear amusement. When it had been younger and a pride leader not even a sword would have threatened it. Even now it knew that a mere knife was little threat to it. It roared again, a challenge, and charged at her, saliva flowing from its maw. 
 
    Dora threw herself to the right and tumbled underneath the Manticore just as it leapt at her. Blindness had done the monster’s depth perception no favors and it slammed hard into the wall, claws scratching and gouging chunks of stone away as it scrambled to get back on its feet. 
 
    The half-orc, in her frantic dive to avoid the charge, cried out in pain as her tumble caused her to jostle her right hand, agitating the broken bones and causing a few scabbed over cuts to break open and seep blood.  
 
    Panting in pain, Dora rose to her feet and hurried away from the Manticore, narrowly dodging the stinger as it lashed out at her. She continued to retreat, though, and was soon running away as fast as she could. 
 
    Unfortunately, Dora had never been much of a runner, her days as a horse riding Healer making such an activity mostly pointless, and so she was soon out of breath with burning, pulled leg muscles. 
 
    The Manticore, on the other hand, was used to chasing after prey, and despite being old and crippled, was still more fit than the half-orc. Which was sad, really. 
 
    ‘Oh gods why didn’t I ever exercise now I’m going to be eaten by a monster!’ flew through Dora’s thoughts in a panic as the Manticore caught up to her, the gloom and its one good eye barely slowing its pursuit down. 
 
    Again, it roared and lunged, and this time Dora was unable to dodge. The Manticore slammed into her back and she crashed into the ground. A single large paw pressed down on her spine, pinning her in place and she knew the end was coming if she didn’t act soon. 
 
    In desperation Dora squirmed about and managed to flail her left arm, still holding the dagger, around enough that she was able to graze the Manticore’s nose as it lowered its head to take a bit out of her.  
 
    The monster recoiled from the sudden, unexpected pain, and Dora rolled over onto her back, looking up at the creature. It was so thin she could see its ribs from where she lay, and briefly wondered if stabbing it repeatedly would bring it down. It might work, but she’d still be pinned beneath a Manticore’s corpse if she succeeded in killing it as she was. 
 
    An idea flickered to life in her mind. It was foolish and against the very core of the Healer’s Code, but at this point Dora did not care, and she reached out with her right hand and pressed her damaged appendage against the Manticore’s chest.  
 
    She then cast a healing spell directly into the point she was touching. A stinging sensation flooded her hand and she growled slightly before biting her lip. The Manticore, on the other hand, howled in shock and pain as the fur and flesh around the point of contact began to suffer a series of thin but deep cuts. 
 
    In any other circumstances Hand of Healing was a Level One spell that was capable of mending minor cuts and bruises. But in this Miasma infested region of the Gorge, the Light Element mana was overwhelmed and supplanted by Dark Element mana, the spell instantly morphing into Hand of Pain, a Level One Dark Element spell that caused several lacerations to appear on the surface being touched.  
 
    As the spell attacked the Manticore it jumped away, leaving Dora lying on her back with a handful of fur in her right hand. She quickly got back onto her feet and shook her right hand at it, letting the Manticore observe the green glow of her magic around her fist. 
 
    “How do you like that, huh?! Come on, want some more pain? I’ve got plenty to give!” Dora shouted. 
 
    Her attempts at intimidation backfired, however. The Manticore growled angrily, and it took a step towards her. Dora gulped, but stood her ground. Running had proven to be ineffective. She had to fight. 
 
    The Manticore sensed her resolve and roared a challenge. It prepared to pounce, but was instantly blindsided as a large, grey humanoid figure slammed into it from behind and began to slash at the monster with long, blade-like fingers. 
 
    The unexpected challenger managed to knock the Manticore off its feet and onto its side. It lashed out with its back paws, catching the newcomer in the chest and sending it staggering back. But the Manticore was the one who roared in pain as blood spurted and one of its hind paws disappeared with a crunch. 
 
    Dora gasped in shock and stared at the newcomer. The creature was tall, possibly eight feet from head to toe. Except it had no toes, as instead of feet, it had regular human hands attached to the bottom of its legs. Its arms were long, reaching to its knees, and each arm had hands that ended with four, sword-like fingers. Its head was elongated and pointed, almost conical in appearance with a single vermillion eye studding it directly in the center. No ears or nose or other features. It did have a mouth, though. It was sideways and situated in the middle of its chest, positioned above where a human’s ribcage would be.  
 
    She knew it was a mouth because it was busy chewing on the Manticore’s paw that had tried to kick it, but had been bitten off instead. 
 
    What was worse, however, was that this creature was familiar to her. She’d seen it back in the zombie-filled city of Rahmal’Alram, where it had broken into the Emir’s palace and murdered both the ruler and his son right in front of her.  
 
    She’d assumed at the time it had been a Necromantic construct crafted by the madman she’d been sent to kill. This guess seemed to be correct as Dora had not seen it after unleashing the explosion of raw Light energy that had vaporized a good chunk of the Undead population. But seeing it here, attacking the Manticore in her defense, made her question that assumption.  
 
    Both monsters seemed to be engrossed in fighting each other now, the Manticore limping on three paws as the pale grey humanoid tried to flay it with its finger blades. They ignored her, and Dora took that as a sign that she needed to leave. So, she did. She turned and fled, trying to put as much distance between herself and the two monsters as possible. 
 
    Heart pounding, she rushed through the twisting stone labyrinth that made up the Aldani Gorge, blindly trying to escape. Forget the client, things had become too dangerous to stay in the area. She’d try and find Starspot and then get out of the Gorge.  
 
    Her flight was arrested when a protruding stone she’d failed to notice tripped her up. She managed to avoid falling flat on her face, but she did land hard on her knees though, scraping and bruising them through the fabric of her trousers.  
 
    Instead of rising up off of the ground, the half-orc slammed her fists petulantly against the rock that had tripped her. It was childish of her, but the day had not started off great and had only gone downhill from there. She’d finally hit her breaking point. Tears prickled in her eyes, and against her better judgement Dora began to bawl, letting her whimpers resound through the canyon.  
 
    After a few seconds of letting all of her pent-up stress out in a nice, therapeutic cry, Dora vigorously scrubbed her eyes with the back of her left hand and stood up, determined.  
 
    “This is not going to beat me. This is not going to beat me!” Dora shouted at the sky. At this point there was no light anywhere. He orcish vision was straining to see through the murky darkness surrounding her. She conjured up a Dancing Light orb to light her path, and let the spell hover in the palm of her left hand as she walked forward.  
 
    The Dancing Light sputtered and flickered, but it endured the press of the Miasma and filled the canyon with a green tinge. On Dora walked, moving forward, finding her way through the thick, molasses like darkness.  
 
    The sound of battle between the Manticore and the other thing was gone. Odds were the Manticore was dead. But the fate of the deformed humanoid was up in the air, and Dora did not want to risk running into it in case the abomination had a taste for half-orc flesh.  
 
    As if summoned by her thoughts, a crunch echoed through the still, stale air. Dora hissed in shock, turning slowly to face the source of the noise. Out of the shadows cast by the Dancing Light the humanoid creature appeared, slipping through the gloom towards her, its red eye glowing balefully in the dark. 
 
    It paused a dozen or so feet away from Dora, half in the dark, half in the sickly green glow of her spell. It just stood there, staring at her unblinkingly. The Healer couldn’t see any signs of damage on the visible parts of the creature’s body. A tiny splash of red was smeared along its chest, but that was along the sideways mouth, and as she watched a fat, grey tongue emerged from its chest-mouth and licked clean the traces of blood on its body. 
 
    “What are you?” she demanded softly, staring at the being. It said nothing and continued to stand stock still and gaze unerringly at Dora. 
 
    “What are you?!” she demanded again, louder and more hysterical this time. “If you want to kill me, just get it over with! Don’t just toy with me!” 
 
    Again, no response from the twisted figure. However, it tensed up and lowered itself into a fighting stance. Dora flinched and raised her knife, still clutched in her left hand, but the abomination was no longer looking at her. Instead it was peering at something behind her. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Dora complained as she turned around to take a look at this new threat. She swallowed heavily at the sight of the newcomer. 
 
    It was a large suit of full plate armor, easily eight feet tall. Whatever color or design had once been part of the armor was gone, scorched off. The suit of armor had been blackened by fire and twisted by heat, but still retained its form. Spikes had been welded onto the armor at various parts. Its knees, elbows, and greaves and vambraces all had wicked rusted spikes jutting forth, giving it an intimidating presence. The suit of armor’s right hand clutched a large, wide sword of unknown make; it too had been warped and darkened by flames, yet even in the pale light of the Healer’s spell a keen edge could be seen. 
 
    What drew the eye the most, however, was the fact that there was no head or helmet in the suit of armor, only a writhing cloud of purple, red, and black smoke that continuously bellowed from the neck area. And despite this fatal lack of a body part, the armor still possessed locomotion, and it strode forth towards Dora and the grey abomination. 
 
    So startling was the fact that there was a Dullahan, an upper class A-ranked Undead being, coming closer to her, that Dora almost completely missed the second figure accompanying the animated suit of armor.  
 
    Perched atop the left pauldron of the Dullahan was a small girl in an ornate black lace dress, probably no older than eight or nine years old. Her hair was coal black, and the most striking of her features were her eyes; the right was bright silver, and the left eye dark purple. 
 
    The little girl waved happily at Dora as the strange pair approached, eventually stopping several feet from the half-orc. 
 
    “Hello!” the child called out.  
 
    “Um, hello?” Dora replied hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m Anette! And this is my papa!” the little girl said, introducing herself and the Dullahan. “Grandpa sent us out here to fetch you!” 
 
    “Is your grandfather the person who summoned me here? Because if so, I have a few complaints to give regarding his choice of location,” Dora stated bitterly. At this point, all of her terror had come full circle, and transformed into anger. There was simply no more fear in her body left to give! So, when she saw the Dullahan and hear the girl call it her papa, all it did was push her over the edge. 
 
    The girl, Anette, just laughed at that. “You’re funny! Grandpa’s gonna like you!” 
 
    As her giggles faded, Dora twitched slightly, recognizing the laughter as the one that had echoed through the Gorge a few times as she’d traversed the Miasma. 
 
    “Come on! Our home is this way!” Anette said, eagerly beckoning towards Dora to follow. When she remained rooted in spot, unsure of what was going on, Anette sighed and slapped the Dullahan’s pauldron lightly. With remarkable care and tenderness, the headless Undead bent down and carefully removed the little girl from her seat on its shoulder. Once her feet were on the ground, Anette rushed over to Dora and tried to grab her right hand, but she stopped and winced as she saw the mangled remains of that limb. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Anette asked softly.  
 
    “What do you think?” Dora asked sharply. She regretted her rudeness when the Dullahan let out a low growl. Anette did not seem to notice. Instead, she reached out for the half-orc’s hand and enclosed it between her own. 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” Dora demanded, feeling a tickle of mana caressing her hand. The girl in the frilly black lace dress did not answer, as she was focusing intently on the broken bones.  
 
    Dora opened her mouth to tell the girl to back off, and scold her for trying to use magic on a person who didn’t ask for it, but was unable to as a sharp pinch ran through her limb. There was a barely audible grinding sound, and beneath the mint green flesh of her right hand her bones began to shift and rearrange themselves. Despite the pain, Dora could tell that whatever spell the girl was casting, it was somehow managing to reset and heal the shattered remains of her hand! 
 
    Another few seconds of stinging and pinching later, and Anette released Dora’s hand with a wide, innocent smile.  
 
    “All better!” she declared cheerfully and looked up at Dora with a gaze similar to a puppy demanding praise for performing a trick.  
 
    “How did you do this? Healing magic doesn’t work in this place,” Dora inquired, examining her restored appendage and wiggling her digits curiously.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t use Light magic. I used some Necromancy to move the bones back into place and fix them!” Anette stated proudly, and Dora gave her a sharp look. The girl flinched back from the Healer’s gaze, a hurt and scared expression on her face.  
 
    The Dullahan growled again, louder this time, and behind Dora the malformed creature let out a hiss in response. 
 
    ‘Oh, right, that thing is still here,’ Dora thought as she looked over her shoulder at the bizarre humanoid. It didn’t seem to want to cause any trouble. Was it perhaps a minion of Anette’s mysterious grandfather, sent to watch over her? That made a disturbing amount of sense, though it also left several questions unanswered.  
 
    Whatever it was, it seemed content to do nothing so long as she wasn’t threatened. Making up her mind, Dora turned her attention to the Dullahan.  
 
    “Take me to your master,” she ordered. “He has a lot of explaining to do.”  
 
    The half-orc then looked back down at the little girl at her side and felt a pang on sympathy in her heart. The expression of fear and hurt Anette wore was familiar to her. It was the same look she had seen on her own face in the mirror as a little girl back in her village of Far Reach. 
 
    Dora reached out and gently grasped one of her hands. “Go ahead, lead the way,” she offered, a small, reassuring smile on her lips.  
 
    The little girl with mismatched eyes smiled joyfully, any sense of hurt or sadness at Dora’s rejection gone in an instant. She happily took the Healer’s now repaired right hand and began to pull her along after the Dullahan, who led the way deeper into the Aldani Gorge. 
 
    The grey creature behind them did not move. Instead, it remained where it stood, only springing back into action when all three of them were almost completely out of sight. 
 
    This, of course, went unnoticed by the trio as they made their way through the winding stone labyrinth. The Miasma parted before the group, dispersed by the elite Undead’s presence. It barely effected Dora anymore, and the half-orc had a feeling the Dark magic wouldn’t have bothered the young girl at all. The Dullahan simply marched forward, expecting the guest to follow, and Dora’s attention was taken up by Anette who chatted incessantly about all manner of topics. 
 
    The young girl was eager to have someone to talk to that was both female and alive, two qualities Dora had a feeling were in short supply while she lived with her grandfather and ‘papa.’ Dora was curious as to why Anette called the Dullahan her father. Was it truly her biological father, or just a term of endearment?  
 
    “…and grandpa says I’m really smart and talented and special and I can start doing more cool experiments and spells soon and…!” Anette babbled, looking up at the Healer with wide, innocent eyes.  
 
    “Uh-huh? Really? Good for you!” Dora replied every so often by rote, nodding along at the right places as Anette spoke. “No, you don’t say! Seriously, three? Oh, my!” 
 
    The half-orc wasn’t paying much attention to her surroundings, and nearly walked into the Dullahan’s back when it suddenly stopped walking. Anette giggled softly as Dora glared in annoyance at the Undead creature. 
 
    Dora’s glare faltered when she saw where the Dullahan had stopped. Before them was a hole. It didn’t even have the size or imposing shape to be called a cave. It was simply a misshapen opening wide and tall enough for a being the Dullahan’s size to step through. It wasn’t deep enough at first glance for a person to rest in, and the lack of eye-catching rock formations made the area forgettable. If not for the almost physical Miasma spewing forth from the wound in the canyon’s wall, Dora wouldn’t have given it another thought. 
 
    “This is where you live?” Dora asked incredulously.  
 
    “Yup!” Anette stated cheerfully.  
 
    The half-orc continued to look skeptical, but when the Dullahan entered the cavity and vanished after a few steps, seemingly phasing through the rock wall, Dora gasped. An illusion, or perhaps a ward, hidden behind the Miasma? 
 
    Anette pulled Dora forward. “Come on! I want to show you my room, and my dolls, and…!” 
 
    Dora smiled weakly at the girl’s enthusiasm and allowed herself to be dragged forward. Moments later the two stepped through the fake wall and appeared in a foyer. It was clean and bare of decorations and made of the same dark brown stone as the Gorge. Only a few torches with flickering purple flames lit up the area. 
 
    The Dullahan was waiting for them, standing next to a door in the far wall. This too was a simple piece of construction, made of a single slab of petrified wood inlaid with silver and brass, but its simplicity belied the fact that behind it lay a great and terrible evil. Dora could feel that beyond the door was the source of the Miasma for the Gorge, and she trembled slightly as she beheld the innocuous portal. 
 
    Anette sensed her fear and patted her comfortingly on the leg, stating she would be there to make sure grandpa played nice. The Dullahan snorted at that, the sound reminiscent of a metal bucket being kicked. Dora steeled her nerves and stood up straighter, squaring her shoulders for the confrontation. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, nodding at the headless Undead who nodded back and opened the door. Dora gagged a bit as the smell of rotten flesh assailed her, and it stank worse than the abattoir the Necromancer in Rahmal’Alram had made for his experiments.  
 
    Anette wrinkled her nose as well, pouting. “Oh, grandpa, that meanie! I hate it when he uses the stinkiness trick!” 
 
    The Healer’s eyes narrowed at the girl’s words. So, it was a test, huh? Wading through soup-like Miasma and navigating one of the more perilous places in Erafore wasn’t enough for her client, he now wanted to play games with her nose?  
 
    She strode resolutely through the open door, her face schooled to show nothing of her thoughts or emotions. She still held onto to Anette’s hand, though. The girl with mismatched eyes refused to let go. 
 
    “I’m here, just like you requested,” Dora stated loudly as she entered. She tried to look through the gloom of the room, but saw only shadows, and a vague outline of a robed figure sitting on throne. Oddly enough there was a strange, purple glow around both that seemed to make the shadows thicker, further reducing visibility. The Miasma was thick, obscuring everything. Her ability to sense mana was completely clouded in its presence. She couldn’t even feel her own powers as even her soul was completely overwhelmed by the Darkness before her. 
 
    She refused to bow to the intimidation and stared unflinchingly at the enthroned figure. “Are you done with these petty tests? Because if not, I’d like to get them out of the way now. I’m not interested in playing games with you.” 
 
    “You’ll still play with me, though, right?” Anette asked worriedly, tugging on Dora’s sleeve and completely ruining the solemn mood the half-orc had been trying to make.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll still play a game or two with you,” Dora sighed, patting the young girl on the head.  
 
    ‘Well, there goes my attempts at acting cool and aloof in front of my client,’ Dora mused to herself. 
 
    A deep, resonant chuckle echoed through the room, accompanied by a rattle of bones.               
 
    “I suppose I can call my tests a success, seeing as you made it here in one piece,” the man on the throne uttered, his voice monotone and ringing in Dora’s mind as well as her ears. She felt the words more than heard them and gasped in surprise as the Miasma that surrounded everything began to swirl and then surged inwards, sucked into the person on the throne like a whirlpool. 
 
    A powerful suction force struck Dora and she staggered towards the throne a few steps as all the Miasma in the room and beyond was dragged towards the throne and absorbed into the being sitting before her. Wind howled and whistled as more energy than she’d felt in her life, even more than when the Demon Lord the Queen Swathed in Vermillion had been summoned, tore at her skin and soul. 
 
    Anette and the Dullahan stood still, though, untroubled by the raging storm of magic before them. Even as the former’s hair twisted in the currents, and the latter’s smoky emanations were also dragged towards the vortex of Dark power, both looked bored, as if this was nothing to them. Just another day in the life of a girl and her Undead papa. 
 
    The roar of wind and tortured magic faded after a solid minute, as did the rancid stench of decayed flesh that had permeated the room. Dora would not know it until later, but every last scrap of Miasma that had bathed the regions of the Aldani Gorge she had ventured through was now gone, reabsorbed by its source.  
 
    “So, half-blooded Healer. Is that good enough for you?” the man on the throne inquired with a sneer in his tone. 
 
    Dora stood there gasping for air as she recovered from the display of overwhelming power. Her breath hitched when she got a good glimpse of the person who sat upon the throne of black obsidian.  
 
    A patch of blood red, scaled hide was draped over the figure’s shoulder like a crude cape, a belt of dried heartstrings tying it together around an impossibly thin waist. Hooks of rusted iron and grimy bronze hung from the cape and pierced the man’s body, holding the article of clothing to it.  
 
    There was no skin for the hooks to dig into, though. They looped around and scraped against fire-blacked bones. A whole skeleton’s worth, in fact. In his ribcage a phantasmal purple fireball took the shape of an anatomically correct heart, throbbing softly in time to a fake beat. Violet flames took the place of hair atop the darkened skull, flickering in a non-existent breeze. In the skull’s sockets two pinpricks of amethyst light stared down at Dora, observing her without a hint of emotion.  
 
    In the Undead being’s right hand was clutched a plain, unadorned staff of black ivory topped with a simple obsidian crescent moon. 
 
    No jewelry or shows of wealth decorated the being. What use did a creature who had surpassed death have of mortal displays of power? It had magic – a crushing tidal wave of magic, posed to sweep over the world and drown the land in death and darkness – and that power alone was enough to sway the minds of those who gazed upon it. The only reason the being kept its might frozen and held in place was because it had no reason to unleash it and shatter the world. Not yet. 
 
    Dora began to hyperventilate. She knew who this was. What this was. A legend the whole world knew. A monster that the dwarves had sworn a million and one vows of vengeance upon. A madman who had burned the forests of the Earth Elves and was known as single greatest evil the elves had ever conceived. 
 
    Vord the Lich, razer of Esmerelda, thief of the First Hammer and despoiler of Karz Thang, observed Dora, and amusement flickered in his eyes as watched her realize who he was.  
 
    Vord the Undying, who in his youth had been burned by dragon fire yet survived and bent the flames to his will, laughed as the half-orc Healer passed out in front of him, her mind and soul unable to take the abuse that his revelation and the rest of the day’s hardships had inflicted upon her. 
 
    Vord of the Shadowspell Alliance continued to laugh even as the young mortal he had taken in as his latest apprentice berated him and petulantly kicked his leg bones for scaring her new friend.  
 
    Vord laughed as he watched the skeins of fate shift, and divine essence in the shape of a lily settle protectively over the form of the green-skinned young woman. He laughed, because he knew he now had front row seats to the events that would decide if the world would end or not. It was the most fun he’d experienced in centuries! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5: The dead that walk 
 
      
 
    Dora stared up at the ceiling, paralyzed with fear and more than a hint of embarrassment. She recalled meeting her client, who was none other than Vord the Undying, the most powerful Lich in existence.  
 
    She also, to her great shame, remembered fainting almost immediately after realizing who he was. The purple flames and charred bones were all the evidence she’d needed. All the stories about this infamous Undead spoke of how, as a still-living elf, he had fought a dragon and survived its terrible flames. His wounds had forever burned, though. Even after cheating death and obtaining immortally as an Undead the cursed fire continued to scorch his bones black.  
 
    In her opinion, fainting was only logical! Plus, she had endured a grueling trek through Miasma and a Manticore attack! Passing out was acceptable. But still mortifying. 
 
    She lay on her back in a bed that was, without a doubt, the softest and most comfortable bed she’d ever slept in. She’d woken up a few minutes ago and had spent the entire time lying there and trying to get a grasp of everything.  
 
    With her mind in a whirl, Dora quickly thought over what she knew of Liches. 
 
    ‘They’re the pinnacle of the Undead, and the goal of practically every Necromancer,’ Dora mused, recalling the tomes and writings that warned of these creatures. A Lich was once a mortal mage, who desired immortality. Through an unknown ritual, they forcibly separated their soul from their bodies, gaining eternal life so long as their soul was not damaged. Their soul, sealed away in an object known as a Phylactery, became the Lich’s sole weakness. So long as it remained, the body could not be vanquished.  
 
    A Lich’s physical form could regenerate from any wound but eventually their flesh and blood would crumble away, leaving behind only bones for a body. All forms of immortality carried a price. The Necromancer became a Lich by paying for it with all earthly sensations and desires. 
 
    But in exchange, there were few beings on the mortal plane who could stand against the raw magical power of a Lich. They had intimate knowledge of all sorts of Dark spells, and since many were practitioners of forbidden magic beforehand, their might was awe inspiring. A Lich was automatically granted an S-rank designation, as well as a ‘Kill on Sight’ order by the Adventurer’s Guild and most nations on Erafore. How bad was it? An S-ranked human was considered strong enough to level a city given enough time. A Lich of the same rank could topple a county with waves of Undead soldiers and foul magic. 
 
    And Vord was the mightiest of the Liches still in existence. His power was so great he surpassed the S-ranked designation and was granted the title of an X-ranked being, one of the few who stood opposed to the side of Good. A creature one step away from the might of a divine entity, Vord was the bane of the dwarves and Earth Elves. He was reviled as an unholy monster, and had lived for thousands of years. He had stolen the most sacred of dwarven relics and profaned it. 
 
    And he wanted to meet with her. 
 
    After a few more minutes of blankly staring at the ceiling that had no answers to her questions, she sat up and took in her surroundings. 
 
    The bed was a queen-sized four poster bed, with gossamer drapes the color of mist encircling it. The navy-blue sheets were a cotton-silk blend. The pillows, she found, were stuffed with the feathers of a Dire Swan. It all spoke of vast, yet understated, wealth. 
 
    Pushing the drapes aside revealed a room that was far more colorful than she’d expected. It was not bright by any means, but it was a lot more diverse than the various shades of black she’d thought a Lich’s hideout would have. 
 
    The carpet was a very dark shade of blue, while the walls were painted a muted beige. The furniture was all made from dark brown wood, and the room had everything from a desk and wardrobe, to a number of strange, foreign appliances she could not name or identify. There were no decorations anywhere, however. Everything was stark and austere and looked to be brand new, or at least never used.   
 
    Dora slipped out of bed, not making a single sound as her feet sunk into the plush carpet. Her bed did not even creak as she got up. She looked down at herself and was displeased to see she was not dressed in the garments she’d worn when she’d fainted. Someone, or more likely something, had stripped her while she was unconscious and then put her into a very lacy black dress similar to the one Anette had worn.  
 
    There was a brightside to her predicament, as she found her pack and dagger on the floor next to the bed. And she was clean and not about to be devoured by monsters in the Gorge outside. She was still very much in danger, but Dora would deal with that when it came. For now, despite all the rumors to the contrary, Vord the Undying was treating her courteously, and would likely not vivisect her for his own amusement. Not until their business was concluded, anyway. 
 
    She took a deep breath to steady herself, and then she resolutely strode to the door and opened it. Beyond was a hallway filled with several other doors. All were closed, but a few had a very strange addition to them; a skeleton dressed as a butler standing to the right of the doorway. 
 
    Dora paused, a sliver of fear worming its way into her soul as the uniformed skeleton stationed outside of her door turned to her. A band of gold wrapped around its skull, covering its eye sockets. The surface of the band was etched with eye shaped runes. Then there was a golden choker around the skeleton’s neck, disturbingly reminiscent of a slave collar, but with none of the enslavement and control runes. Instead, it had a mesh grill and a few unrecognizable runes carved into it. 
 
    “Pleased Examination: The Honored Guest is awake. Command: Follow me, Master Vord wishes to speak with you.” A tinny male voice emerged from the grill on the choker. 
 
    The Healer flinched in shock as the skeleton spoke. It was not impossible, of course. Powerful Undead like Liches, Reapers, and vampires were all capable of speech and thought. But lesser Undead, such as zombies or reanimated skeletons, could not. They lacked the faculties. They lacked a soul, or even a shard of one.  
 
    But a closer inspection of the skeletal butler calmed Dora. The creature was not actually speaking, merely repeating a set of instructions worked into the collar around its bony throat. This was akin to a Golem or other magical automaton.  
 
    “Um, yes, please lead me to him,” Dora agreed, and the skeleton nodded its head before gesturing for her to follow.  
 
    “So, do you give tours?” Dora asked humorously as she followed it down several corridors and hallways. To her surprise the Undead butler nodded. 
 
    “Dignified Response: We do. In the event an Honored Guest wishes to tour the facilities, permission must first be granted from Master Vord. Query: Do you wish to request a tour?” 
 
    “No, not right now,” Dora said, shaking her head. She then frowned. “Where are we? Are we still in the Aldani Gorge, or is this base hidden in pocket dimension?” 
 
    “Guarded Response: That information is classified. Please, do not try to inquire further about the location of the Solemn Mausoleum or we will be forced to destroy you.” 
 
    She shut her mouth at that. Instead of talking she paid closer attention to the architecture and path she was walking. Now the place looked like a proper Lich’s lair. The walls were made of black stone and sinister purple torches provided minimal light throughout the area. There was not much in the way of decorations, but the few pieces of artwork that existed all featured death or some macabre depiction of the frailties and futilities of life.  
 
    Dora sighed in relief when the butler brought her to the throne room she had previously been in. And without the Miasma clouding her senses, she was able to get a better view of the interior. 
 
    The chamber Vord the Undying chose to use as his throne room was stark and bereft of overt displays of wealth, much like the rest of his hidden palace. His power was shown in other ways throughout the room, however.  
 
    The walls, for instance, looked at first to be merely a hollowed-out cavern with some golden decorations here and there. A closer inspection revealed that gold on the walls was actual veins of the raw ore, the sides of the wall smoothed out and polished so that the veins of the precious metal shone in the dark. It showed that Vord had no need for petty mortal money, as he used the raw, untouched gold as a decoration.  
 
    The floor was deceptive as well. At first glance it just looked like flattened, packed dirt similar to the floor of the lobby. In truth, it was a single, massive block of black marble being used instead of multiple tiles of the stuff. The time and effort – not to mention the cost! – needed to transport that much stone was mind boggling! 
 
    Lastly, there was the Lich himself. He exuded power. He dripped with magic, his entire frame barely containing the writhing, pulsating Darkness of his existence. To look upon him was to see a figure who had courted death, married her, then divorced her and took half of her power with him as part of the settlement. 
 
    He sat, waiting for her, and Dora trembled. Partly in fear, but a great deal of it was due to excitement. Though the obsidian seat was occupied by the most powerful Undead on Erafore, there was a sense of relief that filled the Healer as she stood before him. After all, this was the end of this particular journey.  
 
    ‘Now all I have to do is get him to tell me how to find Scarrot and the others, and everything will be golden,’ Dora mused.  
 
    She cleared her throat and nodded her head deeply in greeting. “Lord Vord the Undying, thank you for putting up with my bout of fainting. Also, many thanks for the clothes, if a bit unsettling that I was unconscious while you dressed me.” 
 
    The Lich chuckled. “It is no trouble, child. Though you have my apprentice Anette to thank for the outfit. She’s the one who requested you wear it.” 
 
    “I see,” Dora said slowly. “Is there a name for this style of garb? It is highly unusual.” 
 
    “Apparently, it is called Gothic Lolita, and is popular among the Vampire nobility in some of their Courts. Anette is quite taken with the style. No, I have no idea why they call it that, and no, I cannot understand the appeal. I rarely bother with garments these days, in any case,” Vord stated, gesturing to his form, naked save for the flayed scrap of dragonhide he used for a cape.  
 
    His voice still possessed that odd duality of being audible yet worming into your mind as something more than mere words, and it grated on Dora’s nerves. She endured it stoically and bowed in thanks towards the Lich. She then looked up and, with some difficulty, maintained eye contact with her client’s glowing sockets.  
 
    “Lord Vord, I do appreciate what has been given. However, I am here not because I took on and completed your request to eliminate one of your rogue apprentices, but because you promised me information if I did,” Dora reminded. “Please, no more games! Fulfill your end of the deal and tell me where the Yellowmoon Menagerie is!” 
 
    Her voice cracked with hysterics near the end, and hot tears crept into her eyes as she thought of her family. Vord remained still and silent, an impressive imitation of a statue. 
 
    Finally, after several long, agonizing seconds, he nodded at her request. 
 
    “Very well. A deal is a deal, and I strive to be an Undead of my word,” Vord claimed. “For cleaning up one of my mistakes, I shall impart the knowledge you seek.” 
 
    “The Yellowmoon Menagerie is trapped in the Lost City of Targua,” Vord said. “It is an ancient city of Val’Narash, displaced from time and space during the Great Calamity three thousand years ago. Most of the time it traverses the Aether, popping from one realm to another, never in one place for long. Occasionally it will return to the mortal plane, but not always in the same place it left. Targua is also now a hive of Darkness, the streets awash with demons, devils, and other predators of the Aether. Finding and entering it will not be easy.” 
 
    Dora’s breath hitched in her throat. What? An entire city that moved through the Aether? How could that be?  
 
    “H-how can I find entrance to this place?” Dora demanded. “Could you teleport me into it, or make a spell to let me detect it?” 
 
    “I have upheld my side of the bargain,” Vord stated sharply. “I have told you where your ‘family’ is currently being held. I have no more obligation to you.” 
 
    “Fine, then! Let me go! I will find a way to save them on my own!” Dora shouted, and silver sparks crackled in the air, her eyes glowing white for a brief moment.  
 
    The baleful lights set in Vord’s sockets dimmed slightly, mimicking narrowed eyes, and he slammed the butt of his staff into the ground in response to her tone and her uncontrolled burst of magic. A wall of pressure slammed into the half-orc’s shoulders. She fell to her knees, gasping as her breath was stolen by the suddenness of the attack.  
 
    “Watch your words and your tone with me, child. I am master of this domain, and I will only tolerate the presence of your Light so long as you keep a civil tongue and a leash on your powers,” Vord warned. “Do not take my assistance of you as a sign I like you. I merely do so because I needed someone to do my, as you put it, ‘dirty work.’ I gave you the answer to the question you sought.” 
 
    After a couple more seconds of subjecting Dora to the grinding force he’d released, the Undead ceased the assault and let the pressure ease. The Healer, however, remained on her knees gasping and shivering. Vord had reminded her that he could and would break her if she posed a threat. 
 
    It took a while, but Dora managed to recollect her nerves. ‘I am not weak! If I can fight off a Demon Lord, I can stand in this… this thing’s!… presence!’ She reminded herself. So, she did so, getting back on her feet with a force of will that surprised her briefly.  
 
    “However, I am not the only one you currently have a contract with,” the Lich added after watching Dora hold back her tears and stand defiantly before him.  
 
    She looked up at him with an angry yet confused expression, but held her tongue, waiting for him to elaborate.  
 
    “If I recall correctly, you promised my newest apprentice that you would play with her,” Vord said, tapping his chin thoughtfully while a sick amusement suffused his voice. “I’m sure a day or two would be more than enough to fulfil that particular obligation of yours.” 
 
    “I, what, but, no, huh?” Dora stammered, caught off guard. “I, I did say I would play with her, but, um, that wasn’t a binding contract or anything! J-just a verbal pledge!” 
 
    “If I recall, the deal between you and myself was even less than that. I told one of my contacts beyond the Solemn Mausoleum to inform you of what I desired, and you went on your merry way to do my bidding with nary an argument. There was no signing a contract, just a vocal statement that, yes, you would eliminate the fool who sought to overrun Rahmal’Alram with zombies in exchange for knowledge,” Vord reminded her.  
 
    As Dora gawped at the Lich, he tapped his staff lightly against the wall. The door opened, and the Healer’s skeletal escorted appeared.  
 
    “Take Lady Dora to Anette’s room. She has a playdate scheduled,” Vord said, a cruel smirk clearly audible in his words.  
 
    “No! No, please, I don’t have time!” Dora cried. She tried to step forward to protest, but a firm and unyielding bony hand clamped onto her shoulder and began to drag her out of the audience chamber.  
 
    “Please! I don’t want to play, I don’t!” the half-orc begged. “My family needs me! Please, let me go! I can’t do this! Not now! Not like this!” 
 
    Vord laughed aloud in cruel mirth as he watched the Healer forcibly removed from his sight, forced to have fun. How amusing! Normally, people only fought and struggled that hard when he ordered them to be taken to the torture chambers, or the rooms of one of his more sadistic minions. How droll to see a woman resist spending time with a child as if it were the worst punishment conceivable. Though the Lich supposed it very well had been in her mind. 
 
    He stroked his chin in thought, a habit he continued to use despite no longer having much of a chin to stroke. ‘I should restart my experiments with new methods of torture and punishment. Not all things have to be painful in a physical sense. Perhaps Anette would be willing to share her new toy with me for a bit.’ 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dora stood awkwardly in the center of Anette’s room, eyes shifting as she took in the sights of the young Necromancer’s personal quarters. It was three times larger than Dora’s guest room, and it was crammed full of various articles of furniture, clothes, toys, and miscellaneous goods. 
 
    In many ways, it was a room that immediately said a young girl lived in it. There was lots of lace and cute, stuffed animal toys lying around, as well as a few sewing and make-up kits on a nearby desk. Based on that alone, it was clear the occupant was in fact a young child. 
 
    However, there were clear signs in Anette’s room that she was not a normal kid. Rather than pink, the colors in her room were all various shades of red. The walls, carpet, furniture and bed sheets ranged from crimson, to wine, to blood, to many other reds in between. Only the toys and clothes scattered about showed other colors, but even they were muted or dark, from blue to purple to dark green. 
 
    And, of course, most children, regardless of age, gender, or status, did not possess magical tomes detailing the best way to skin a cat to create an Undead Familiar, or kept spare body parts from failed zombie experiments stored in jars. Or took such pleasure in showing off these macabre trophies.  
 
    “…and this one is from when I tried to make a chicken lay Undead eggs! It didn’t work, but grandpa said it was an interesting experiment,” Anette babbled happily. Dora grinned weakly, staring with morbid fascination at the pickled egg floating in the jar the younger girl was holding. She could tell with her magic senses that based on whatever Necromancy had been used on it, if the egg has been viable and hatched, whatever came out would have become a brand-new species of monster. The Healer hoped Anette would not come back to this particular experiment in the future when she was older and had more control on her powers. 
 
    And powers she had, in spades! Anette possessed more magical power than anyone she’d ever met, save Vord himself. Not even Ain or Enrai, the elf and Monk who’d helped her liberate Rahmal’Alram, had wielded this much raw magical potential! And it was all geared towards a single Element: Darkness itself.  
 
    Like the Element of Light, the Element of Darkness – also known as Dark – was a rare one, and few mortals were ever born with it as a natural alignment. Dora and her mother, Irene, had both been blessed to have the Element of Light as their natural alignment. Healing was just one of the many talents they could have learned. Anette, on the other hand, was destined to be a Necromancer with the sheer amount of Darkness in her mana. Had she been found by someone who cared, she could have been inducted as a trainee in the Grey Shroud, the order of sanctioned Necromancers who served Selika as caretakers of the dead and exorcists of foul souls. Instead, it appeared Vord had found her first, and taken her under his wing.  
 
    “Have any of your experiments ever worked?” Dora asked hesitantly as Anette reached for a jar containing a severed hand that still twitched at times. The young girl beamed up at the half-orc and nodded rapidly. 
 
    “Uh-huh! Look at this! Lazlo, come here!” At her command, one of the stuffed animals, a dog, rose from the pile of plush toys and with a shaky gait walked over to her. She smiled and pet the animated toy on the head.  
 
    She then ripped off the head of the toy dog in a single, vicious tug and showed it to Dora, who gasped as she saw a tiny canine skull stuffed inside the head of the fake dog. A quick glance back at the neck stump showed a few vertebra poking out from the fluff pouring from the hole. 
 
    “It took me forever to pin the skeleton in place and then put it inside of Lazlo,” Anette said cheerfully, as if it was completely normal. “But it was worth it, and now he can walk and is much softer to pet and cuddle. Bones are hard and not fun to hug.” 
 
    “I see. Are all of your toys able to walk and play with you on their own?” Dora asked cautiously, realizing anew just how many stuffed animals there were in the room, with some of them as large as she was! 
 
    “Only a few. Grandpa says I can’t practice my magic on anything bigger than I am,” Anette said with a pout, reattaching Lazlo’s skull to the rest of his body. She then fetched a sewing kit and stitched the fabric back together around the neck.  
 
    “How about we talk about something else?” Dora pleaded. Anette shrugged.  
 
    “Great!” The Healer then paused to think of a question about Vord that wouldn’t seem too probing. “So, how long have you known Vord, I mean, your grandfather?” 
 
    “Papa and I met Grandpa last year,” Anette said softly, focused on carefully stitching her toy back together. “He saved us from meanies who were chasing us.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” Dora said drily. “I mean, who would possible want to bother a Dullahan and a little girl who can perform Necromancy so easily?” 
 
    “I know! That’s what I said!” Anette exclaimed, looking up at Dora with a wide grin. The sarcasm had flown completely over the little girl’s head, and for that, the half-orc was thankful.  
 
    “Is Vord a good teacher? Does he treat you well?” Dora asked softly. Anette nodded somberly.  
 
    “Grandpa is the best. He never hits me for using my magic, and never shouts, or calls me a freak or a monster. He’s always nice and helpful,” she said quietly, her hands starting to tremble. Dora noticed, and quickly took the toy and the sewing kit from her and finished up the work of putting the stuffed dog named Lazlo back together. 
 
    “There, good as new!” Dora declared, handing it back to Anette who grabbed the toy and cuddled it close. She held onto the bone-filled plush like a drowning man would to a floating piece of driftwood, and once more Dora felt her heart pang in sympathy for her plight. 
 
    “I bet your dad is super nice as well. Really strong and always protecting you,” Dora said, thinking of the way the Dullahan had acted around the young girl back in the Gorge. 
 
    “Papa is super nice,” Anette agreed with all the fervor a young child could. She then looked up at Dora. “Do you have a nice papa?” 
 
    “I don’t know who my father is,” Dora admitted after a long pause. “My mother would never tell me.” 
 
    “Oh. Is your mama nice?” 
 
    “She was the most amazing woman in the world. No one else was as kind, as loving, or as talented a Healer as her,” Dora claimed, wiping some moisture from her eyes.  
 
    Anette reached out and patted the half-orc on the leg. “I bet she loved you a lot too.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, she did. More than I can possibly imagine,” Dora said with a sad shake of her head.  
 
    “Do you want me to summon her for you?” Dora’s whole body went still when Anette asked that question. As the Healer looked down in shock at her, she blithely continued on. “I’m not that good with calling out for people who are already in the Afterlife, and grandpa said I shouldn’t do so until I’m older and better with my magic, but if you want I could try it for you?” 
 
    Two emotions waged war within Dora’s soul. The first, immediate reaction to the offer was fury. How dare she make that claim? How dare she use her filthy magic to touch her mother’s soul?! But the second reaction to Anette’s offer was longing. More than anything she wanted to see her mother one last time, whatever the cost.  
 
    In the end, what won out was neither anger and indignation, nor was it hope and agreement. It was guilt that she had felt both of those things, and acceptance that this was not how she wanted to meet her mother. One day, she would see her again. Just not today. 
 
    “No. Thank you, truly, for the offer, but I will wait until it comes time for me to meet her again,” Dora said with a quavering voice. “Besides, I think your grandfather and your dad might be angry with both of us if we try to do a spell like that without their permission.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Anette said quietly. The two sat on the bed for a while. Then, the younger girl looked up. “Want to play?” 
 
    Dora smiled. It was shaky, but genuine. “Sure. Do you have any stuffed horses? I’ve always loved those animals in any form.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6: Ivory and Silver 
 
      
 
    Several hours passed by in a blur for Dora. She and Anette had entertained themselves with plenty of games and activities. After Anette had grown bored of playing with her dolls and stuffed toys, Dora showed her some tricks she knew about make-up, which caused the younger girl to squeal in joy.  
 
    Then, they had played dress-up for a while. Anette owned a large number of clothes in a variety of styles. None were Dora’s size, but the young Necromancer had a magical tool that could grow or shrink clothes. The half-orc wondered idly if the Dullahan, or even Vord himself, had been roped into playing with the clothes since she could adjust them to practically any size.  
 
    A loud growl from both her and Anette’s stomachs broke them out of the warm, fuzzy haze they’d lost themselves in. The two broke out into giggles as they heard their bellies cry out for food. 
 
    “Should we get something to eat?” Dora suggested.  
 
    “Yay! Let’s get lunch!” Anette cheered. The half-orc blinked in surprise, then checked the time with a quick spell. She gasped as she stared at the numbers. 
 
    ‘1 pm?! Have we been playing all night and into the afternoon? No, wait, actually, come to think of it, I have no idea when I woke up from my fainting spell,’ Dora wondered. ‘Going to have to ask someone about that.’ 
 
    “Yeah, lunch sounds like a wonderful idea,” Dora agreed.  
 
    “This way, this way!” Anette cheered, pulling on the Healer’s arms and leading her to the door. Opening it revealed the two Undead standing at attention outside. One was the skeleton butler assigned to Dora, the other was Anette’s ‘father,’ the Dullahan.  
 
    At the sight of their respective charges, both beings stood up straighter and at attention. 
 
    “Papa, we’re hungry,” Anette declared to her Undead companion. The Dullahan nodded and began to walk off. The young Necromancer following behind, still holding onto Dora, and the uniformed skeleton brought up the rear.  
 
    “How do you navigate this place? It’s huge, and full of twisting, winding paths!” Dora complained as she was brought into a new section of the Solemn Mausoleum.  
 
    The place was too big! And the proportions of some of the rooms and spaces were odd, as if designed for something a bit larger in size than a human. There was also the fact that she hadn’t seen any stairs. Everything appeared to be on a flat plane, but after a while the half-orc realized there were slight curves and bends that formed gentle slopes. It explained why the hallways were so long and twisted; they had to be in order to go from one level to another without stairs using only an incline.  
 
    “It’s tricky. I get lost all the time!” Anette stated, oddly proud of that fact. 
 
    “Dear Honored Guest, as long as you are accompanied by a servant, you will not become lost in the Solemn Mausoleum. Every servant has the knowledge of a map implanted inside of our seals,” the butler skeleton declared. “Be warned: In the event you do become lost, try not to move or enter any unknown rooms. Traps, defenses, and ornery inhabitants might make your life and Undeath unpleasant.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Dora muttered, shivering.  
 
    Papa the Dullahan let out another one of his echoing snorts, before pushing open a door that led to a dining hall. There was only a single, albeit long, table set up at the moment, but there was enough space to host an entire banquet if Vord so wished. 
 
    For some reason, the thought of the Lich hosting a party like she envisioned nobles might do made her snicker. And when she whispered into Anette’s ears her thoughts and how silly Vord would look in courtly garb, the girl laughed too. 
 
    “Grandpa would never wear pantaloons!” Anette giggled.  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe if you asked really nicely, he might do it for you,” Dora chuckled. Anette tilted her head, looking thoughtful at the Healer’s words. 
 
    “If you can convince Master Vord to put on pantaloons, or pants of any kind, I would pay good gold to see it,” a slippery, wet voice called out. Dora and Anette looked over at the table, spotting a hunched and cowled figured slurping noisily over a bowl of soup.  
 
    “Hello, Uncle Nator!” Anette said with a happy wave towards the figure, who waved back. 
 
    “Hello, child. And who is this specimen? The rumored guest I’ve heard so much about?” the hooded being inquired, it’s voice sending shivers of disgust down Dora’s spine. 
 
    “I might be,” she said defensively as she sat down at the long table with Dora on her left, and her Undead escort taking up a spot behind her chair.  
 
    “Hmm. Don’t have many Healers visiting the place. Surprised at the level of trust Master Vord is showing, allowing you to walk around uninhibited and with access to your magic.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot. I know that if I try anything, to escape or exorcise an Undead or two, Lord Vord will come down on my head hard. I’m rather fond of living,” Dora said dryly. The figure laughed, its voice a loathsome bubbling gurgle. It then turned back to the bowl of soup in front of it. Which, to Dora’s disgust, was filled with nothing but blood and some raw fleshy bits she did not want to look to closely at. 
 
    To add to her horror, the creature leaned its head down towards the bowl. Rather than use a spoon, a thick, fleshy tube-like proboscis filled with teeth emerged from the depths of the hood and went into the soup bowl, slurping up the noisome concoction greedily.  
 
    Dora gagged at the sight and forced down the bile that rose in her throat. Anette did not seem to notice or care that the thing across from her was eating in a grotesque manner. She was simply humming a tune the half-orc vaguely recognized as a Partaevian nursery rhyme and kicking her legs as she waited for a waiter to appear. 
 
    Soon enough one did, also a skeleton dressed in a servant’s uniform. It approached the two of them, bowed, and inquired as to what they wished to eat. 
 
    “I’d like some pasta and meat sauce, please. Ooh, and can I also have a glass of milk?” 
 
    The skeleton waiter bowed its head towards Anette’s request, before glancing over at Dora. 
 
    “So, the chefs can make anything on demand?” Dora inquired curiously.  
 
    “You betcha!” the creature called ‘Uncle’ Nator called out, his words muffled somewhat by the fact that it’s ‘mouth’ was still inside the contents of the soup bowl. 
 
    “Yup, yup! Anything and everything! They’re really talented!” Anette said.  
 
    “Well, alright. Um, can I get a steak, medium rare, with some turnip mash and gravy on the side?” the half-orc asked, and the waiter bowed again before departing to inform the cooks. 
 
    As the girls waited, they chatted a bit more. Dora didn’t try to wheedle anything related to Vord from the young girl since they were being watched, but she did find out that the Solemn Mausoleum had been built by the now extinct race known as the Centaurs. 
 
    “Real shame they all died off during the Great Calamity and its aftermath,” Nator mused sadly. “Their architecture is quite nice for us non-bipedal beings. Did you know this whole palace doesn’t have a single set of stairs? It’s all slopes, ramps, and inclines!” 
 
    “Makes sense. I can’t imagine a horse, or a person with the lower half of one, having an easy time with steps,” Dora said, trying to imagine Starspot walking up and down a staircase and wincing. 
 
    She then looked askance at the hooded figure. “It’s still strange for me to imagine you being a historian, Nator. Leech-kin are not exactly known for their love of academics.” 
 
    Nator sighed but nodded his head in agreement. “A sad state of affairs, that is. Many of my people are content with being savages. Wallowing in mud and filth and draining people of their blood and guts instead of their brains and knowledge! But not I. Master Vord has shown me there is more to magic and the world than swamps and preying on foolish adventurers.” 
 
    Nator was an odd one. He still disgusted Dora, but to be fair, he was a giant, sapient leech with a vaguely human torso that was capable of speech! Very few beings wouldn’t be revolted by his species. 
 
    “Oh, please! You, a sophisticated being? I scoff at the notion! Scoff, I say!” An extremely condescending voice filled the dining hall, and a sickly pale man sauntered in before sitting down a few chairs away from Nator.  
 
    “Ah, Marconis. How lovely to see you. Did you finally find enough eye-liner and rouge to look like the manwhore you are?” Nator shot back. The man, Marconis, threw his head back theatrically and laughed. 
 
    “I’ll have you know I have no need of such things to attract a female!” The one known as Marconis declared. His vibrantly red eyes, fang-like incisors, and deathly pale pallor all pointed towards this member of Vord’s entourage as being a vampire. 
 
    Dora avoided eye-contact with the bloodsucker, but Anette went and waved happily at the man. 
 
    “Hello, Uncle Marconis!” 
 
    “Hello, dear child. Lovely dress as always. Mmm, and who is this succulent and minty lady?” Marconis inquired, unsubtly licking his lips as he looked at Dora. He recoiled with a hiss when her hands lit up with silver and green colored Light magic. 
 
    “Not interested,” she stated in a deadpan. Once she was certain the vampire had gotten the message she stopped using her magic. Papa the Dullahan snorted in amusement and Nator laughed. 
 
    “Teach you to mess with one of the Master’s guests, you pompous blowhard,” the Leech-kin sneered. 
 
    “Shove it up your species’ version of an a-!” 
 
    “Swear!” Anette shouted, pointing accusingly at Marconis, who flinched as the Dullahan grumbled ominously.  
 
    “I didn’t say it, my dear!” he protested, but it was a feeble attempt. 
 
    “But you were gonna!” the young Necromancer rebutted. He couldn’t argue with that, and slumped his shoulders. 
 
    “Is everyone in this place strange, and/or insane?” Dora whispered to Anette, unnerved by the sight of a vampire and Leech-kin interacting with each other in such an odd way. The girl shrugged.  
 
    “Grandpa said all the people with lots of power get a little bit silly in the head,” Anette declared. 
 
    “Huh. I see,” Dora muttered. Conversation ended when the waiter returned with their food, and Dora eagerly tore into the delicious feast laid before her. She’d never seen a steak so big or so well prepared, and it tasted divine! Even the thought that it had been made by an Undead could not curb her enjoyment of the meal. 
 
    “Oogh, I think I ate too much,” Anette whined afterwards, holding her stomach.  
 
    “You ate too fast is what you did,” Dora scolded her, using a cloth napkin to wipe the sides of her mouth clean of the meat sauce residue.  
 
    Marconis looked at the scene in amusement as he bit into his extra rare steak. The young human might be a new addition to Lich’s assorted collection of Undead and Dark magic wielding minions, but he’d always had a soft spot for children, and Anette fit right in with the rest of the horrors the Lich controlled.  
 
    Oh, she was cute and was rather upbeat despite being surrounded by monsters, abominations, and the refuse of Erafore, but there was a twisted and broken nature in her soul that was undeniable. She was one of them, and as a lieutenant in Vord’s Grave Army, Marconis was certain she would soon rise quickly through the ranks. Unlike the Lich’s last apprentice. 
 
    There was also quite a bit of respect towards Dora as well in the vampire’s thoughts. She loathed the Undead. She’d been raised to despise the Darkness and its offspring. Despite that, the half-orc was compassionate and even acting like a surrogate elder sister to Anette. Perhaps it was her own experiences with persecution that let her bond with the human child.  
 
    Nator, on the other hand, observed the tender scene with apathy mixed with confusion. Kindness was an almost foreign concept to the Leech-kin, who had been persecuted by all beings since the day they were spawned by the Worm-Sire, one of the Thirteen Demon Lords of the Abyss. The concept of affection did not exist in their alien minds, either. Watching the Healer, a being of the Light, tend to Anette, a servant of the Dark, in so fond and caring a manner, filled the Leech-kin with conflicting emotions. Mostly disgust, but a hint of envy was also there, quickly stamped down before it could grow. 
 
    “I’ve heard tell you petitioned the master for knowledge on the location of your companions. If you have the answer, why are you still here?” Nator inquired, a suspicious tone in his burbling voice.  
 
    “Come now, Nator, show some respect!” Marconis shot back. “I’m sure she, Mmm!, just wants to rest before departing.” 
 
    Dora raised an eyebrow at the vampire’s verbal tick before mentally shrugging. ‘Not the weirdest quirk I’ve ever encountered. Though I don’t like the way he licks his lips whenever he looks at me.’ 
 
    Out loud, she said, “Yes, it’s true I was told the answer. But that is only part of the problem. See, I have no idea on how to get to where my family is being held! Lord Vord claimed that such knowledge was not part of the deal, so I’m here to hopefully get a second attempt to earn his favor and get the answer that way.” 
 
    The two Dark beings nodded at that. Anette, however, pouted and stared up at Dora with sad eyes.  
 
    “Does this mean you don’t want to stay here with me?” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie, that’s, well, um, you see,” Dora stammered. She pointedly ignored the vampire and Leech-kin laughing at her expense as she tried to find a good way to answer. “Look, it’s not you. Not at all! You’re a wonderful girl, who has a bright, or maybe I guess ‘dim’ would be the proper term in this context, future. But I can’t stay here. I don’t belong.” 
 
    “I see,” Anette said sadly, looking down at her lap with an aura of depression swallowing her up. 
 
    Dora winced as she felt the aura settle upon the young girl. It was like a miniature shroud of Miasma, born of her own Dark magic. 
 
    “Look, Anette, I know what you’re going through. Feeling lost, and alone. As if no one cares, and everyone is out to get you,” Dora said, getting out of her chair and down onto her knees so she could look the girl in her heterochromatic eyes.  
 
    “I’ve felt that almost my entire life. My mother, blessed as she was, tried her best to help me, but I was always surrounded by enemies,” Dora revealed. “However, ever since I came to the Dreadlands, that has changed. I’ve found something important to me. A family, who love me for who and what I am.” 
 
    “The Yellowmoon Menagerie is not a good place. The people who run it and work for it are slavers, one and all. Oh, sure, they try to limit what they deal in, and prefer capturing monsters and beasts over humans and other sapients, but at the end of the day, they’re all what any civilized person would call evil.” 
 
    Dora suddenly smiled, her heart filled with thoughts and memories of the past several years with the caravan. “But I don’t care about that. Yes, I hate the fact that I am a slaver, or at least aiding them, but they love me. Care for me. For the first time, I have many people who don’t care that my skin is green, my teeth are sharp, and my voice is rough. Scarrot, Holt, Reesh, Uldo, and all the rest? They see me for me. To them, I’m Dora the Healer. Not a half-blooded freak. Not a green-skinned menace. Just Dora. Only Dora. And because of that, they are my family. And I have to save them. They mean the world to me.” 
 
    Anette sniffled, and rubbed away tears from her eyes. There was still sadness within her, but it was no longer a physical and magical presence that clung to her body and soul.  
 
    “Do you really love them that much?” 
 
    “As much as they love me,” Dora said softly with a nod.  
 
    “Do you, do you think I’ll have a family like that myself someday?” she whispered, hopeful yet scared.  
 
    “Oh, Anette, look around you,” Dora said with a tiny laugh. “You already have one!” 
 
    The little girl glanced around her. Behind her, stoic and always at her side, was her papa. And though nothing had changed in his posture, there was a strong feeling of protection and care radiating from him that she sensed. Across the table were two of her uncles. Marconis smiled sheepishly, as if embarrassed by the truth of Dora’s statement, and Nator weakly waved at her. 
 
    A smile slowly crept across Anette’s face, hesitant and cautious at first, but swiftly blooming into a radiant grin of joy as she realized Dora’s words were true. Then came the tears. But they were ones of pure happiness rather than sorrow, and for a moment her aura felt as bright as Light magic. 
 
    “Thank you!” she cried, tears streaming down her face as she threw herself at Dora for a hug. The Healer bore the hug with a soft smile and proceeded to stroke Anette’s hair as her own mother used to do. 
 
    As Anette sniffled into Dora’s shirt, Marconis cleared his throat. “This was, Mmm, a lovely and heartfelt moment. Tell me, miss Healer, where exactly are you trying to go? Perhaps I can be of assistance?” 
 
    “I, too, possess much arcane and esoteric knowledge,” Nator added. “My wisdom would no doubt be above anything a vampire could provide.” 
 
    “My family is trapped inside the Lost City of Targua,” Dora said before the two Dark beings could come to blows. Both of them winced at that and shook their heads. 
 
    “Ah. That place. Well, I have some ideas of how you could enter it, but it’s known as the ‘Lost City’ for a reason. Most beings cannot enter the city on purpose, only those who have wandered and lost their way can reliably enter it. And for most, ‘tis a death sentence,” Marconis said apologetically. 
 
    “My own knowledge is slightly better, but in all things Targua is a dangerous place,” Nator said. “It is brimming with demons and other foul specters. And, like the bloodsucker stated, the concept of ‘Loss’ and ‘Misdirection’ have been seared into its very foundations.” 
 
    The Leech-kin paused, tapping his ‘chin’ for a moment. “That said, I do know a few rituals that could teleport you into the place. Assuming you like making contracts with demons, that is. If I find a demon who currently resides in Targua, I could use that connection to bounce you into the Aether and the Lost City.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want anything more to do with demons, if that’s alright,” Dora said, shivering at the thought of bonding with a creature as anathema to life as that.  
 
    And there was also the incident with the Queen Swathed in Vermillion to consider. If that Demon Lord found out Dora was in the Aether and consorting with demons, she’d send her own demonic minions after her. 
 
    “That limits our options, then,” Nator said with an apologetic shrug.  
 
    “Why don’t you just ask the Avatar of Kurnos?” asked Anette. 
 
    Dora looked down at the little girl, and the other two Dark beings looked at each other in shock before slapping their foreheads.  
 
    “Of course! Such a simple answer!” Marconis said with a self-deprecating laugh.  
 
    “Who is the, um, Avatar of Kurnos?” Dora inquired, not having heard that name before. 
 
    “I was just learning about that a few weeks ago!” Anette declared proudly. “Grandpa was explaining to me about the gods and their mortal servants. Paladins and Clerics, you know? But there is a third type of person who can serve a god; an Avatar, someone who so deeply embodies the teachings and powers of a certain god they act as the Voice and the Eyes of said divine being. Any god can have an Avatar, but there are a lot of requirements.” 
 
    “Grandpa told me that there are only two Avatar’s currently alive right now; the Avatar of Tywin, god of Alchemists and brewers, and the Avatar of Kurnos, god of the hunt,” Anette continued as she recited her lesson with the Lich. “And Kurnos’ Avatar would be capable of devising a spell that would allow you entry into a ‘hunting ground,’ as it were.” 
 
    “That just might work,” Dora said, nodding thoughtfully and with a tiny amount of hope. “Where does this Avatar live?” 
 
    “The current Avatar of Kurnos does not live in one set spot. He does, however, travel with a large group of wanderers. Ever heard of the Unchained Legion?” Marconis inquired. 
 
    “Oh. Oohhh,” the half-orc uttered. “That mercenary army composed of freed slaves and their descendants? Those people who attack any and all slaver caravans they come across? The hunters who hunt the biggest and most deadly game that even the Adventurer’s Guild won’t willingly touch?” 
 
    “Yes, them,” Nator said, nodding in agreement. “The current Avatar works for the Unchained Legion. Not sure if he’s a scout, or an officer, or what, but he travels with them, one way or another.” 
 
    Dora bit her lower lip in worry. ‘They despise slavery. Scarrot and the rest were slavers. Would they even be willing to help me?’ 
 
    “It’s the best lead I have at the moment,” Dora finally sighed, making up her mind. She looked down at Anette with a thankful smile on her face. “Thank you. You’ve helped me more than you can imagine.” 
 
    The girl with two different eye colors smiled happily, though a hint of sadness lay in it. 
 
    “Will you come back and visit me someday?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dora said, hedging her bets. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to without Lord Vord’s permission. But when you are older, I wouldn’t mind if you came and visited me, wherever I might be.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Promise,” Dora said firmly. “I would always want to see my little sister again.” 
 
    The half-orc wasn’t sure when she’d first thought of calling Anette her sibling. But it felt right, and from the sheer awe and joy the young Necromancer displayed, it was clearly the correct choice. 
 
    “How very touching.” 
 
    Dora stiffened, and there was a choking gasp as Marconis and Nator jerked upright as they heard the voice, swiftly bowing towards the source. The skeletal servants all bowed deeply as well, and even the Dullahan inclined its headless neck towards the Lich who had entered the dining room without warning. 
 
    Only Anette showed no outward surprise or desire to show fealty. She remained clamped onto Dora’s shirt, still getting over the seesaw of emotions she’d just gone through. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Vord,” Dora said, awkwardly trying to stand and bow with the young girl clung to her. She was not sure if the Lich’s words had been mocking or not, as they’d lack any tone or inflection at all. 
 
    “Do not mind me. I was simply coming here in search of Miss Dora to offer her a chance to earn the knowledge she needed to break into Targua. But you seem to have acquired that information already,” Vord said, glancing over to Dora as he glided over the floor towards the head of the table. A skeleton rushed over and pulled the seat out, and the master of the Solemn Mausoleum joined his guest and his minions. 
 
    “I hope that is not a problem?” she asked, before she thought, ‘Did you really just come here for that, or were you already watching us?’ 
 
    “Not at all. In fact, I’m quite pleased at the outcome,” Vord said, a smirk audible in his tone. Now her paranoia senses began to tingle. 
 
    “Good for you?” she congratulated weakly. 
 
    “Yes. Good for me, indeed,” Vord chuckled. He then turned his baleful gaze onto his two older male minions who shrank back in barely restrained fear. 
 
    “If I had a heart, it would have been warmed by the display put on here just now. And,” he gestured to the two monsters, “since it seems you two are eager to volunteer things freely, I have some tasks that need fulfilling.” 
 
    The pair gulped nervously, but bowed their heads, accepting the inevitable.  
 
    “Return to your chambers and prepare for your new assignments. A servant will be along soon to inform you of your missions.” Vord waved them off, dismissing their groveling forms. 
 
    The vampire and Leech-kin hurried out of the dining hall, the latter somewhat slower thanks to his bloated, slug-like lower-half that oozed along at walking speed, if he was lucky. 
 
    Once they were gone, however, Vord snickered darkly to himself, turning back to Dora. “My thanks to you, Healer. Those two have been lounging around the Mausoleum for weeks now, doing nothing productive. You gave me a wonderful excuse to send them off on minor matters I needed done.” 
 
    “Glad to help,” Dora said faintly. Anette giggled in amusement at how her surrogate grandfather had tricked her ‘uncles’ into getting their lazy butts into gear.  
 
    “Now that you have all that you came here for, it is time to send you on your way,” Vord said, rising from his chair and beckoning Dora to his side. She did so reluctantly, parting from Anette with a fond pat on the head for the young girl. 
 
    Anette looked sad, but there was determination in her eyes that the half-orc approved of. Dora might not like Necromancy, and Dark magic in general, but if Anette was going to be the apprentice of a Lich, she might as well be the best darn Necromancer Vord ever trained. Dora’s words had resonated with Anette. Hopefully she’d put her powers to good use. 
 
    Squaring her shoulders resolutely, Dora walked over to Vord, and followed as he swept out of the room, heading through the twisting halls. 
 
    “Why did you want me to help Anette overcome her self-confidence issues? If you don’t mind me asking,” Dora inquired nervously after a minute of silence. “You wanted me to help her, I see that now. Why else would you effectively force me to spend time with her?” 
 
    Being so close to the Lich was unnerving. The Miasma coiled and squirmed beneath the surface of Vord’s body, trapped inside his very bones, and contained by his will alone. She could feel the Darkness within Vord acting like a black hole, swallowing everything into his essence, empowering him. Feeling her own magic being tugged and gnawed at simply for standing too close made her stomach queasy.  
 
    “Do you know how long it normally takes a person to overcome deep seated psychological trauma, especially the sort a young child like her had to go through?” Vord asked in response.  
 
    Dora shook her head. She knew about psychology, of course, mental health being just as vital for a Healer to understand, since not all wounds could be fully healed with magic. But it was a side of healing she and her mother had never gone over in depth. Not a lot of need or requests for it out in the boonies.  
 
    “Two to four years, at a conservative estimate,” Vord revealed. “And that is just getting over her fears of abandonment and coming to grips with her new reality. The mind is brittle, and a child’s even more so. Yet, a mind can be surprisingly flexible as well.” 
 
    “I wanted you to give her something to focus on. Something to believe in. Now, instead of wasting my time tending to her mental anguish when she could be spending that time learning to become a Necromancer Erafore has not seen since myself, I can play upon what you built already.”  
 
    “She adores you, now. Idolizes you. Better, you gave her a family! The most important thing her young mind and soul craved. And that newfound belief in her own talents, coupled with an attachment to making you proud, will allow her to push herself hard in her studies so she can someday be useful to you,” Vord said as he laughed darkly, and Dora shivered. 
 
    For all his debonair attitude and his professional tone, this was still the being who had slaughtered tens of thousands of people when he’d been alive, carving a bloody swath through the ruins of the world almost immediately after the Great Calamity. And Undeath had not changed him much. He was still cruel and bitter towards his foes, and though he chose to strike out with more subtlety than before, he was not above killing an entire town just to take out a single target. 
 
    “Do you know why my previous apprentice was such a pathetic failure?” he asked out of the blue, startling Dora with his abrupt shift in tone. 
 
    “Is it because he tried to go against you?” she hedged as a guess. Vord roared with laughter at that, his wretched voice echoing through the dim passageways.  
 
    “That is part of it, but not entirely,” Vord revealed. “No, he was a failure as a Necromancer because he believed that he could create superior Undead just by stitching different corpses together. That was his failing. He did not understand that to create the perfect Undead, one must take from the greatest of the living.” 
 
    “Take my servants, for instance,” Vord said, gesturing grandly to the assorted skeletons in butler and maid outfits shambling around. “While it is true I could just pluck a random corpse from the ground and command it to do the same tasks as my servants, a farmer’s remains would do the work in an inferior manner compared to a person who lived their entire life training and working as a professional servant.” 
 
    “Y-you trained them,” Dora said, realization coming to her. “These skeletons, they all belonged to people who had been actual butlers and maids!” 
 
    “Correct,” Vord said, sounding oddly pleased that the green-skinned Healer had figured it out. “In life, many of these Undead served the great noble houses or powerful merchants across Erafore. And of those well-trained talents, quite a few have me to thank for their success. After all, how many street urchins and waifs would ever find a kind patron like myself who would willingly spend vast amounts of time and gold, both precious commodities even to an Undead, to send them to vocational schools and training institutes so they could make a living and a better life for themselves? All I asked for in return was their bodies and their skills after their lives came to a natural end. When I revive them through my Necromancy, all those years of ingrained knowledge and skill come along for the ride, as it were. Why bother mucking around with the soul when they have, I believe it’s known as, ‘muscle memory?’” 
 
    Dora shivered in horror but found she couldn’t deny the sheer ingeniousness of it all.  
 
    ‘Give a man a chance at a better life, and they’ll do anything to obtain it,’ Dora thought. ‘And if the only price they have to pay is one that involves their bodies, and not their souls, then I know hundreds of people here in the Cracked Land alone who would jump at the opportunity.’ 
 
    “That, my child, is why I am glad you helped Anette with her problems. That is why I am grateful you disposed of that stain on my teaching record. The living surpass the dead in many ways, which in turn leads to the Undead born from such great talents as tools of unparalleled quality,” Vord explained, stopping in front of the door to Dora’s room.  
 
    He removed from his tattered dragonskin robe a scroll and passed it over to the Healer. It was bound with a length of silver cord, and the parchment looked ancient beyond reckoning, preserved alone by the knowledge it contained. 
 
    “Here. The final piece of your reward,” Vord declared as Dora took it with trembling hands. “A complete copy of the Level Ten Healing spell, Restore. Capable of turning back time itself on wounds as well as bringing the dead back to true life. Use it well. You will find it useful on your journey.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dora said, bowing deeply. “This will certainly help me rescue my family!” 
 
    Vord chuckled. “I suppose it might, but in truth, I speak to your other journey. Your true destiny that you cannot hide from for much longer.” He turned and left, waving farewell. “When I see you next, Dora Halfmoon, it will be on the battlefield to determine whether or not this world deserves to live any longer.” 
 
    Dora frowned darkly at the retreating back of the Lich. She hated the fact that Vord seemed to know more about what was happening to her than she did. She despised the fact that he was so cold and dismissive of Anette’s struggles. And worst of all, she was disgusted with herself that the name he had given her actually sounded pleasing to her ears. 
 
    “Halfmoon, huh?” Dora mused to herself as she opened the door to her room to fetch her belongings. “Curse that Lich, but it sounds amazing! As if it was a name that was always meant for me!”  
 
    She grabbed her pack, and after checking to make sure nothing was missing from it, slung it over one shoulder and headed back to the skeleton butler waiting for her. 
 
    “Lead me to the exit,” she commanded, and the Undead servant obeyed.  
 
    Eventually, Dora was brought to a large door of gold and ebony set at the end of an empty waiting room. The skeleton fiddled with the door knob for a bit, and the clicking of a lock being opened resounded through the empty lobby.  
 
    The door swung open, revealing a pitch black emptiness. Nothing could be seen beyond the doorframe, but Dora detected a large amount of magic.  
 
    ‘Some sort of localized Gate spell, perhaps?’ the half-orc mused. The skeleton gestured for her to step through the door, and she did, only pausing for a moment.  
 
    A sensation of being grabbed and thrown struck Dora, and she staggered as her boots slipped and failed to find purchase in the ground for a moment. The next thing she knew, the darkness that had surrounded her was gone in an instant, replaced by hot, blinding light.  
 
    She gasped and threw her hands up to cover her eyes, wincing at the pain of natural sunlight bombarding her again. For a few minutes she simply stood there, panting as she recovered from the trip through the magical door. Dusty gravel crunched underfoot, and the sound of hooves beating the ground filled her eyes.  
 
    A worried and familiar neigh rang through the air, and Dora lowered her hands somewhat, squinting through the light at a brown blur coming towards her. 
 
    “Starspot? Is that you?” she asked, confused as the creature approached. A happy whinny came out, and as Dora’s eyesight slowly returned to normal she saw her precious steed approach her. 
 
    “Oh, Starspot! You’re okay!” Dora cried happily, rushing towards her beloved partner. The large warhorse neighed in joy as well and nuzzled up against the half-orc as they reached each other.  
 
    “Did you get hurt? Is everything alright?” she worried, looking over the horse carefully. She was filthy, covered in dust and a bit of mud, but there were no wounds or signs of injury. Still, Dora ran a healing spell over her just to make sure. 
 
    The horse was fine physically, but was hungry and thirsty from spending a full day alone without any supplies. Dora quickly got out some of the remaining oats and water from the baggage still strapped to Starspot, and gave a feed pouch to her so she could sate her hunger. 
 
    Starspot nudged Dora in an apologetic manner, and the half-orc patted her nose fondly. “It’s alright. I don’t blame you for running. I’d have done the same if I’d had a chance.” 
 
    “Now, where are we?” the Healer wondered, looking around. To her surprise, she was close to the exit of the Aldani Gorge, only an hour from the entry point, if her memory served.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get back to Creidor, and report back to Reed and Rindel,” Dora said to Starspot. She let her horse wear the feed bag as she mounted her, and the two rode quickly away from the interior of the ominous canyon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7: Reunion 
 
      
 
    “Would it have killed you to warn me about who my client was?” Dora asked, glaring at Reed who at least looked apologetic for sending her into a place full of Miasma and ruled by one of the most reviled creatures to ever exist. 
 
    It had been late afternoon when Vord had released her from his hidden base back into the Aldani Gorge. From there it had taken her and Sunspot a few hours to ride back to Creidor. They’d barely made it back in before the town gates closed for the evening. 
 
    Once she’d returned, she’d stomped back to Reed’s mansion, and had made her displeasure known to the mayor of the town as she debriefed him on what had occurred. 
 
    “Given who he was, yes,” Reed said, bitterness lacing his tone. “Had I spoiled his ‘fun’ by revealing to you who you were going to meet, I can honestly say he’d have disposed of me for that.” 
 
    Dora growled but couldn’t argue with that. Vord struck her as a man who would punish someone for something like that.  
 
     Still, that didn’t mean she was going to stop glaring at Reed, and Rindel was also shooting the elderly man a dark look from his spot at Dora’s side.  
 
    “How long have you been working with Vord the Undying, Reed?” the blue-haired gnome demanded. “Is that part of how you’ve maintained your control over this town?” 
 
    “You assume I approached Vord, not the other way around,” Reed shot back. “And that Creidor was ever mine to begin with.” 
 
    “He’s the real power in charge of the area, isn’t he?” Dora guessed, and Blackjack Reed nodded.  
 
    “He built Creidor, you know. When he was defeated by the dwarves back in his mortal days, his army was shattered. Some of the descendants of his minions and lieutenants settled here, in the Cracked Land. When he rose to power once more, Vord gathered the offspring of his servants and gave them the option to renew their oaths to him or die and serve as Undead constructs. Wisely, they chose to obey and live.” 
 
    “He created the Tower Lords, you know,” Reed said with a snort, and both Dora and Rindel stared at the man in shock. “They were originally his most loyal followers to whom he granted a great deal of authority as a reward for their services and loyalty. He set up the Tower Lords in Annod Bol for the purpose of breeding quality stock for his Undead legions. It was already turning into a center for slavery, even back then, but Vord took it one step further.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, ignoring the looks of horror on his audience’s faces. “Even now, he controls the Tower Lords, even if they don’t realize it themselves. Vord the Undying is the secret power behind the throne, so to speak. All of the Cracked Land answers to him, in one way or another. Several of the oldest and largest slaving caravans are descended from the soldiers in his broken army and continue to serve him with ‘undying’ loyalty. Any Outpost that tries to gain too much independence finds itself cut off and starved of resources, or just crushed mercilessly.” 
 
    “Yes, I am one of his mortal agents, and yes, when I die, my body will serve amongst his unholy army of the dead, but that’s just how it is here in the Dreadlands. Survival of the fittest. Kill or be killed. Obey the evil Lich willingly or have your mind lobotomized and body bent to his desires regardless. I choose the former option because I rather enjoy having my mind intact and my life my own to an extent.” 
 
    Reed raised an eyebrow at Dora and Rindel. “Any other questions?” 
 
    “…Do you know when Ain and Enrai will be back?” Dora asked in the stifling silence.  
 
    “I have heard nothing from either of them. Still, given the time frame, they should be back in about two weeks. Three, if they run into complications on the road,” the Lich’s informant said.  
 
    The Healer bowed her head in thanks. “I see. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve had an exhausting past few days, and think I would like to rest for a bit.”  
 
    She turned and left, Rindel bowing stiffly towards Reed before following after her. The mayor sighed wearily to himself once the pair were gone. He got out of his chair and went over to a shelf that contained an assortment of liquor and poured himself a generous helping. Talking about his master always left a foul taste in his mouth. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The next two weeks zoomed by for Dora. Her meeting with Vord had given her all the information she needed to track down her family, but she couldn’t afford to rush off just yet. She needed to prepare. To plan. And, above all else, to wait. The Healer knew she had no chance of rescuing the members of the Yellowmoon Menagerie without the help of both Ain and Enrai. They were high B-rank to low A-rank in terms of power. That power would be vital to her if she desired to assault a demon-infested city. 
 
    Normally, waiting for Ain and Enrai to return would have been excruciatingly boring for Dora. But she managed to make the wait seem less agonizing than it actually was. Most of her days were spent in Creidor’s clinic, healing whom she could. The rest of the time was devoted to planning out the route she’d travel to the headquarters of the Unchained Legion. 
 
    The famous mercenary army was based in the Dreadlands. Specifically, the Sprawling Jungle that lay to the south of both Saluda and the Cracked Land. They had set up their main fortress in Argyne, one of the coastal cities that was, at least officially, considered a colony of the kingdom of Varia. To reach it, Dora and her companions would need to travel due south for at least two weeks before arriving at the edge of the lush, thick jungle. From there, it would be a treacherous trek through untamed wilderness to the more civilized southern coasts.  
 
    In regards to preparing enough supplies, maps, and resources, Reed had been exceptionally generous. Dora thought it was his way of apologizing to her for making her go through the Aldani Gorge and meeting with the top dog of the Shadowspell Alliance.  
 
    To be honest, Dora had forgiven the man for his deception shortly after returning to Creidor and hearing Reed’s side of the story. With a master like Vord, she fully understood why he had done things the way he had. That wasn’t to say she wouldn’t milk the opportunity for all it was worth. When Ain and Enrai finally returned, their jaws would drop upon seeing the pile of supplies and goods she’d amassed. That thought put a smile on Dora’s face.  
 
    At the moment, she was walking back from the clinic after a fairly lax day. No new patients to tend to, and only a few people had returned for follow-ups. That had given her time to make a few balms and salves as well as a couple of minor potions. Don’t-call-me-Doctor Needle would need them once she left. 
 
    The easy work, combined with a strange feeling of anticipation in her chest that had stuck to her all day, left her in a remarkably chipper mood. She almost felt like humming to herself.  
 
    Just before she could give in to the musical temptation, she heard a ripple of muttered conversation run through the streets. Murmuring voices broke out into conversation as people began to look into the sky. 
 
    Confused, Dora glanced up, curious to see what had gotten the townsfolk in a tizzy, and she gasped. A large pair of flaming wings beat the sky, becoming a blazing dot headed towards Creidor. 
 
    “Is that a phoenix?!” 
 
    “Wow, look at that those wings!” 
 
    “It’s so pretty and red and orange!” 
 
    “Is it just me, or is that thing getting closer?” 
 
    Dora gaped at the burning bird in the sky but soon her eyes narrowed. Whatever was in the sky, it wasn’t used to being up there. The fact that its wings were not flapping was the first clue, but the shape was wrong as well. It didn’t look like a bird’s body. No, it actually looked like two men, one of them carrying the other… 
 
    A short snort of laughter escaped her lips and she quickly covered her mouth. ‘That’s one way to travel!’ she thought to herself, smiling behind her hands. 
 
    Up above, the blazing figure became clearer, and soon it was plummeting like a stone towards the ground. The ‘phoenix’ was revealed to be two men, one of them an elf dangling helplessly from the grasp of a man with a deeply foreign complexion.  
 
    Dora ran back to the manor and grabbed the attention of one of the guards standing outside.  
 
    “Can you tell Reed he’s about to have two more guests arriving?” Dora requested, pointing to the pair of men who were held aloft by fiery wings. The guards shared a look with one another. One sighed and went to inform his boss. The other shook his head in bemusement. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll be back with them shortly,” Dora said, waving at the remaining guard, before taking off down the street and heading for the gate. ‘Please don’t be foolish and try and land in the town. Please, please, please land outside!’ She thought to herself. It might be made of mostly stone and clay, but with how densely packed the buildings were, she didn’t want to take any chances and have the settlement burst into flames. 
 
    When she arrived at the town’s gate, panting lightly, she let out a relieved sigh as she saw the flying duo had chosen to swoop lower to the ground instead of soar over the wall and plop down in the middle of Creidor.  
 
    A second after reaching the gates, the pair spotted her. The wings made of fire folded themselves up and brought them to the ground at the side of the road into Creidor. The elf landed on his feet but stumbled slightly as he regained his sense of balance. The other man landed squarely on the ground as well, but his knees scraped the dirt as he lost his own sense of balance when the man he was using as ballast ditched him. 
 
    The two began arguing even as they staggered over to the gate. Snippets of the conversation drifted across on the twilight breeze, and Dora giggled at their antics. ‘Glad to see they haven’t really changed that much.’ 
 
    “…don’t know why you’re so snippy. You were never in danger of being dropped!” 
 
    “That’s not the point! Why did I have to be a passenger? I could have followed you easily enough!” 
 
    “Your speed enhancing spells are nice and all, but I can fly over obstacles instead of having to go around them.” 
 
    “We’re in a thrice accursed wasteland! There is nothing but flat land for miles!” 
 
    “Ain, my friend! Sure, it looks flat, but don’t forget that it’s called the Cracked Land for a reason! I wouldn’t want you to trip and have your delicate ankles snap like twigs when you’re running so fast!” 
 
     Dora let out a loud laugh at their antics which brought their attention away from their playful arguing over to her. The pair broke into grins and jogged over to the gate. The guards on duty looked leery of admitting them, but Dora gave them a pointed look and they stepped aside to allow them to pass. 
 
    “Long time no see!” Dora said happily, hugging Enrai first, then Ain. Upon releasing them, she took a good look at the pair. 
 
    Enrai, a Qwanese Monk, had his head shaved as per tradition for his martial order. His dark tattoos were visible against his skin, and Dora wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if he had a few new ones on his head. He was garbed in a Gi, or Qwanese style training outfit, red and orange in color with a golden phoenix motif over his heart, and yellow flame designs along the sleeves and hems of his outfit. There was a bulging pack on his back, but he did not appear to notice its weight. 
 
    Ain, on the other hand, stood proud and tall. He was a Grand Elf, his skin pale and smooth enough to give any woman fits of jealousy. As a member of one of the elfin race, his ears were much longer than a human’s and tapered to a point, giving them a knife-like appearance. His hair was dirty blond in color, but longer than Dora’s and much more lustrous, to her slight annoyance. He wore a typical elfish bodysuit underneath a knee-length brown traveling cloak, the tight fabric showing off his muscles as they pressed against his skin. He wore an elfish saber at his waist, held in an ivory colored sheath and tied to him by a white belt. As a Spellsword, he was as capable of casting magic through his blade like a regular mage did with a wand or staff. 
 
    Enrai had a wide, cheeky grin on his face as he greeted Dora, his dark eyes alight with relief at finally arriving, and only slightly tinged with fatigue from overusing whatever spell had given him wings of fire. He patted Dora fondly on the back as they embraced.  
 
    “It’s good to see you again!” Enrai declared. 
 
    “And you as well!” Dora replied. “I hope you had a good trip?” 
 
    “It was decent for most of the way. A nasty dust storm tore through the area a day or so ago, though, followed by a number of Yedos Claws popping out of the ground immediately afterwards. They killed our horses, necessitating the use of magic to get here,” the Monk responded. Ain grimaced at the reminder of their flight. 
 
    “It was unpleasant. I did not like dangling around in the air. It made me feel like an overripe piece of fruit in danger of falling from a rotten branch,” the elf complained. 
 
    “Oi! Why am I a rotten branch in this metaphor?” Enrai shouted. 
 
    “Would you prefer to be a beetle infested one instead?” 
 
    “Enough, you two,” the half-orc said with a shake of her head. She was still smiling, though. “Come on, let’s head back to Reed’s place. I’m sure he has rooms for you made up by now.” 
 
    The pair nodded and followed after their mint colored guide into Creidor. It had been a while since they’d been in the town, and though it was small, they were glad for the help finding their way. 
 
    “So, did everything go well? Did you return the kid and fix everything?” Dora inquired, eager for news of the outside world.  
 
    Ain nodded, a pleased look on his face. “We did indeed make it back safely. When we returned to the Domain, the Bo Clan heir was given an additional guard detail from their embassy, and sent back to Distant Qwan on a military junk. We even met with Emperor Ro and were rewarded for our efforts!” 
 
    “Really? That’s great!” Dora cheered. Enrai smirked.  
 
    “It was great. And the emperor was kind enough to provide a gift of thanks to you as well for helping.” 
 
    “R-really?” Dora stammered, surprised. “I didn’t do much, though.” 
 
    “The fact that you did anything at all for us was plenty, in his eyes,” Enrai responded, Ain nodding in agreement. “And the Clan’s heir spoke well of you, too. So, it stands to reason that the emperor and the Bo Clan would offer up a reward.” 
 
    “It’d be rude to refuse, I suppose,” Dora said blandly, carefully hiding her excitement at the thought. What could the gift be? She looked down at her wrist, where a silver bangle with a design of five intertwining lily flowers rested.  
 
    The Band of Nia had been a gift for saving the city of Rahmal’Alram. It was capable of storing Light Element spells within it for future use, and boosting their power. For a Healer like herself, it was a magnificent gift. She wondered what sort of artifact imperial royalty would present.  
 
    “How about yourself, Dora?” Ain asked as they approached the mansion. “Did you get the information you were seeking?” 
 
    “I did,” the half-orc replied. She grimaced at the memory. “But I can’t really talk about it out here. Once we’re in private we can discuss it and our future plans.” 
 
    The Monk and Spellsword exchanged glances but kept silent. Some matters were best left a secret, or at the very least shared only among trusted confidants. They understood that well. 
 
    “Got it,” Enrai said, before yawning loudly. “Ugh, sorry, flying like that really drains me.” 
 
    “What sort of spell did you use to create those wings? It was impressive, to say the least,” Dora wondered, envious of the Monk’s magical talent. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to fly, but the only spells I know of that allow it are Wind Element, and I’m rubbish at anything not Light related.” 
 
    “That was a spell crafted by the Gilded Phoenix Order, so I can’t exactly reveal it in depths,” Enrai said. “But, suffice to say, it’s a blend of Fire and Wind mana, and it costs the user stamina to use as well. Not great for long distance or fast speeds, though.” 
 
    “Still, be so high in the sky, to travel around unfettered and free,” Dora sighed in longing, with a dreamy glance up at the darkening sky. She shook her head clear of those thoughts and ushered the elf and human into Reed’s not-so-humble home.  
 
    Maids took over from Dora, and escorted Ain and Enrai to their guest quarters. As they were taken up to their rooms the Healer headed off to the dining room, and found Reed and Rindel already there, seated and waiting. 
 
    “Food will be served as soon as our two new visitors are finished with settling down. Then, we can discuss your travel plans over dinner,” Reed declared. Dora nodded in assent, and sat down to wait.  
 
    She did not have to do so for long, as Ain and Enrai entered the dining room just a few minutes later. 
 
    “Welcome back to Creidor, boys,” Reed said in greeting.  
 
    “Good to be back, Mister Reed,” Enrai said politely as he and his pointy eared friend sat down on either side of Dora. “Can’t say I missed the dust, though.” 
 
    “Yes, one of the truly difficult aspects of living out here,” Reed agreed. He then clapped his hands. At his signal, half a dozen servants entered, carrying platters of food and drink to the table. 
 
    Ain and Enrai looked on eagerly as the servants brought in dinner, and quickly served themselves. Reed made no comment of their atrocious table manners, simply content to let them stuff themselves.  
 
    Dora was more subdued, eating at a much more sensible pace. She made small talk with her friends and Rindel, only occasionally speaking with Reed. Once the elf and the Monk were full, she brought the conversation around to her adventure in the Aldani Gorge. As she’d expected, the two had exploded in shock and anger at her meeting with Vord the Undying. 
 
    It also took all of her admittedly limited diplomatic skills to keep them from strangling Reed for putting her into that situation.  
 
    “I understand your anger. Really, I do! I was the one who had to go through it. But I’ve already forgiven him, so please put him down!” Dora commanded, putting her foot down firmly. 
 
    Enrai grimaced but complied, lowering Reed back to the floor. After being told just who the mysterious client had been, he had leapt over the table and grabbed the corrupt mayor’s collar, hoisting him into the air. Reed had not shown an ounce of concern, though. If anything, he bore the Monk’s threats with weary boredom. 
 
    “If you really want to make a man tremble in fear, go for the throat. A lack of air is a lack of control, and makes men much more pliable,” Reed stated dryly as he straightened his collar and brushed some lint off his suit. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Enrai growled. 
 
    “Enough, this is not the time for this,” Ain snapped. 
 
    “You’re just going to let this go?!” the Monk demanded. “After sending her to meet with the most infamous Undead in existence?” 
 
    “What else can we do?” the Spellsword shot back. “Vord is not a mere boogeyman to us elves, Enrai. We know how powerful he was. Many regions in the Domains still bear his scars. I am furious, yes, but it is an impotent rage because as strong as we are, compared to the Butcher of Esmerelda we are naught but bugs beneath his feet. All we can do is grit our teeth and take it in stride. Dora understands this, and we should follow her example.” 
 
    Enrai muttered angrily to himself in Qwanese but settled down and returned to his seat. There was a lapse of silence for a bit before Dora cleared her throat.  
 
    “Alright, now that we’re somewhat calm again, let me finish.” 
 
    As she explained where the members of the Menagerie were, once more Enrai and Ain exclaimed loudly in shock. 
 
    “Targua? You can’t be serious,” Ain uttered, staring at the half-orc.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Is it possible Vord was, I don’t know, lying through his teeth? Practitioners of Dark magic are not to be trusted,” Enrai spat out.  
 
    “No. For all of his atrocities and foul acts, he’s not a liar. A strange concept, but I feel he holds his word and the truth in high regard. If Vord says my family is trapped in Targua, then they are,” Dora said firmly.  
 
    “Fine, fine, I’ll trust you on this,” the Monk said darkly. “But the rest of your plan is somewhat suspect as well. How do you plan on getting ardent opponents of slavery to aide you in recovering a well-known slaver and his men? Because I can point out a few problems with that.” 
 
    “Agreed. The Unchained Legion is well known even in the Domain for its near rabid hatred of the practice of slavery. How do you plan on getting the Avatar’s assistance?” Ain inquired. 
 
    “I’ll convince the Legion that I’ll talk to Scarrot and Holt and the rest about giving up the caravan and the life of slavers,” Dora said, shocking Rindel. 
 
    “Dora, how can you say that? You know Scarrot would never agree to something like that! It would make you a liar!” 
 
    “Rindel, look at Reed,” Dora told the gnome. “He’s not getting any younger. And you and I know he’s always wanted Boss to take over his position. And if the Legion can be convinced that the Yellowmoon Menagerie will disband, then they might be willing to help us for that alone.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll work,” Enrai said slowly. “The Menagerie is already out of the picture. One of the most infamous slavers alive, Scarrot, Paladin of Naliot, is gone without a trace. They’ve already won without lifting a finger. Why on Erafore would they help a slaver make a comeback?” 
 
    “Well fine then! You come up with an idea!” Dora shouted, rounding on the Monk. “Do you think I haven’t thought of that?! I’ve spent every waking moment these past two weeks trying to find a way to save them! But nothing I can come up with seems to be a good idea! So please, give me a suggestion! An answer! Because apparently I can’t do anything right!” 
 
    Dora choked back a sob and turned away, rubbing the back of her hands against her eyes in a futile effort to stop her tears. Enrai raised a hand in an effort to try and place a comforting hand on her shoulder but hesitated and pulled back. 
 
    Rindel shook his head sadly and waddled around to her side and gave her a quick hug on the side, his head only reaching her hips. “It’s alright, Dora. We’re doing this together, you don’t have to keep the burden on your shoulders alone.” 
 
    “I-I just don’t know what to do,” Dora sniffled. “There are so many things that can go wrong.” 
 
    The gnome had nothing to say to that. There were indeed far too many variables and ways to fail. And it wasn’t just the Unchained Legion that seemed to be an insurmountable obstacle. Targua itself was a problem that had no real answer aside from ‘push through the demonic horde with overwhelming force.’  
 
    “How about we discuss our plans for traveling to the Sprawling Jungle, first,” Ain suggested after a lull in the conversation.  
 
    The idea was praised and they gathered around the table once more to figure out the first part of the journey. 
 
    “I don’t have many contacts within the jungle itself,” Reed admitted with a shake of his head. “The distance, combined with the fact that there are mostly orc settlements along the Cracked Land’s border, limits access to rumors rather than facts.” 
 
    “Orcs, huh?” Ain mused, stroking his ears in thought. “Do the tribes on the border participate in trade?” 
 
    “They do. Only the orcs in the interior of the Sprawling Jungle eschew contact with outsiders. The tribes on the border and the coast are slowly but steadily assimilating various outsider cultures and modernizing,” Reed revealed. “That will, at the very least, allow a chance for you three to venture deeper into the jungle and head south to reach the city of Argyne.” 
 
    “I’ve checked the maps, and the easiest way to reach the city and the Unchained Legions home base is to travel south on the Kolwine River,” Dora claimed, tapping the table softly to punctuate her words. “To reach the river, though, we’ll have to venture south-east for a few days through the jungle before reaching one of the trading outposts that will allow us to buy our way onto a ship heading that way.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense. What about actually reaching the jungle’s edge in the first place?” Enrai asked. “Do we have a plan for trekking through what I assume to be countless miles worth of dust and grime?” 
 
    “Besides bringing enough supplies to last us a month, not really,” Dora said dryly. “From here to the edge of the Sprawling Jungle would take us at least three weeks on horseback. I tacked on an extra week though due to the fact that we will have to go the long way around, rather than taking a straight shot south.” 
 
    “Why?” Ain inquired. 
 
    “To avoid Annod Bol,” Dora said with a dark look in her eyes. Rindel shivered and even Reed looked disquieted by the mention of the City of Slaves.  
 
    “If you say so,” Enrai said with a confused tone. Ain nodded slowly in acceptance as well. It was clear neither of the foreigners believed their concerns about the dread citadel and its depravities. Dora merely shook her head at their naiveté.  
 
    “Anyways, since we’re avoiding that wretched place, first we’ll head to the Lake of Tears. From there we’ll follow the trade routes south along the Salt March, and that will eventually take us to the border of the Sprawling Jungle,” Dora explained, finishing up with the plans for the Cracked Land side of their trip. 
 
    “Hang on, there’s something I’m confused about,” Enrai stated, causing the group to look his way.  
 
    “What’s that?” Reed asked, sipping a goblet of wine. 
 
    “The Sprawling Jungle is a jungle, right?” 
 
    “Yes, the name rather says it all,” Dora said, a confusion laced in her voice, unsure of where Enrai was going with this question. 
 
    “How are we going to get horses through the thick undergrowth? Qwan has a few dense forests, but nothing like an actual jungle. Even so, it’s hard to get horses through thickly overgrown forests without set roads. And I doubt there are any roads in the Sprawling Jungle. At least, none that are suitable for a horse.” 
 
    There was a pause as everyone thought the Monk’s words over. As they did so, Enrai spoke up again. 
 
    “And then there’s the question of what we’ll do to keep the horses safe when we travel into the Lost City. I highly doubt that demons will leave them alone if they come with us. As such, I believe it is best if we don’t take horses with us when we travel out of the Cracked Land.” 
 
    Slowly, the group turned their attention to Dora, whose face paled as she realized what this meant.  
 
    “I-I don’t… Starspot has to stay with me! She’s, she’s my partner! I can’t leave her behind! We have to rescue the Menagerie together!” Dora protested, even as her mind filled with the truth: Starspot would have to be left behind one way or another. 
 
    “I can loan you three some horses to take you south to the border. I know of a horse trading station down there. Oldwell Outpost has a decent horse market for travelers seeking to get rid of their rides. And, it’s close to where you’ll be aiming to go to reach the Kolwine River,” Reed said, wiping his lips with a napkin like a classy gentleman. “And, I’m more than willing to keep an eye on Starspot for you while you’re off on your mission.” 
 
    “B-but, Reed, she’s, she’s…” Dora stammered, trailing off, before clenching her fists. “No! She has to come with me! I won’t let her stay behind!” 
 
    “Enrai has a point,” Rindel said hesitantly. “The demons won’t care that Starspot’s a horse. They’ll attack and kill her if they find her. And you don’t have any training with fighting on horseback, so she’ll be a liability to your efforts.” 
 
    “I’m not going to abandon her!” the half-orc shouted angrily.  
 
    “Ah, I see, now. You’re projecting,” Ain spoke out loudly, giving Dora a stern look. “You’re moving your insecurities about abandonment onto the object you’re closest with.”  
 
    The Grand Elf shrugged. “It’s understandable, I suppose. Everyone else you’ve gotten close to has either died or left you behind, so you’ve developed severe attachment issues.” He then stroked his ears in thought. “I guess that also explains the insane lengths you’re going to in order to save your ‘family.’” 
 
    Utter silence fell on the room, the occupants all stunned by the elf’s accurate, but incredibly insensitive, analysis. 
 
    Dora shot to her feet, tears sparkling in her eyes, and she rushed out of the room with a choked sob. Ain frowned, only for Enrai to smack him upside the head. 
 
    “You insensitive moron! What in the Hells was that?!” the Monk demanded. 
 
    “We all knew that she had some… issues about family and being left alone by those she cares for, but it’s considered polite not to bring that up in front of them. Or at all,” Reed muttered dryly as Ain rubbed that back of his head. 
 
    Rindel shook his head in disbelief. “See, this is why people don’t like elves. They have the emotional awareness of a wet sponge, and a sense of tact befitting a deranged chicken farmer.” 
 
    “In the Domain, it’s common to point out problems so they can be addressed…” Ain began, only to be cut off by a snort from Enrai. 
 
    “In the Domain, yes, but everywhere else, common sense actually has a hold,” the Monk scoffed. “Personal problems are, by their very name, ‘personal.’ It’s the height of rudeness to talk about them in the open like that.” 
 
    Enrai stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, someone with empathy should go find Dora. I volunteer myself for that.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” Rindel exclaimed, hopping out of his seat. “I’m the one who is going to find her and comfort her! Not someone who, if I recall, flirted with her the first time they met.” 
 
    Enrai coughed in embarrassment, before trying to look affronted. “Do you think so lowly of me to take advantage of a woman while they’re upset?” 
 
    “If I’m honest, no,” the gnome declared, giving the Qwanese man a moment of surprise. “You were just being playful back then, and given the fact you tried nothing with Dora when you traveled alongside her, I’m inclined to give a tiny bit of trust in that regard.” 
 
    “However!” he said loudly, “I still have to be the one to do this because first off, I’m the only other member of the Menagerie around, and she needs familiarity right now. And secondly, Ain, while being rude about it, was correct in his statement she has attachment issues. I’d rather not have her latch onto you and try to cling to some notion of affection while she’s in this state. That would only lead to troubles later on.” 
 
    ‘Troubles that go by the names of Scarrot, Holt, Uldo and Reesh if they think someone took advantage of Dora while she was suffering from grief,’ the gnome thought to himself as he made his way out of the dining room in search of the runaway half-orc. 
 
    He shivered at the thought of the rest of the Healer’s family finding out about her being hurt, emotionally or otherwise, by someone. It was bad enough she’d traveled alone with two young men, one of which had already stated an interest in her. Caravans looked after their own. The Yellowmoon Menagerie was no exception. 
 
    Rindel did not have to look too hard to locate Dora. He knew where she’d head. He’d found her there several times over the past few weeks. 
 
    The musty smell of hay assailed his nostrils, and the blue-haired gnome coughed as the tang of horses, sweat, and fecal matter joined in on the olfactory assault. Though most of his nose was gone, torn off and replaced by long healed scar tissue, the scents were still able to penetrate what was left of that sense. 
 
    He’d never enjoyed the rancid stench of beasts of burden, or the stink that hung around the captured beasts and their cages. It was one of the parts of the job working in the Menagerie the former scholar had never gotten used to. 
 
    In contrast, however, Dora had loved them. Or rather, she loved the causes of the smells and stinks. The half-orc loved animals. Perhaps it was her nature as a Healer, but Dora had always gotten along with the various beasts that crossed the Menagerie’s path. Starspot was just one of the animals she had bonded with over the years. All of the pack horses in the caravan loved her, and she loved them in turn. It’d broken her heart in the early days of her work with the Menagerie to let go of the animals and monsters she’d cared for.  
 
    Rindel’s musings were interrupted by sniffles. He sighed, knowing his assumption about where she’d run off to had been correct, and approached a stall in the stables whose door was ajar. Dora was curled up on a bed of hay, latched onto Starspot’s side and crying into the mare’s brown coat. 
 
    There was a concerned air about Starspot as the horse softly nuzzled her rider, trying to comfort her. Rindel unnerved by how emotional Dora’s steed was. And how emotive she was, as well. As if they were sharing each other’s minds.  
 
    He’d long assumed that Dora had created an accidental Familiar bond with the former warhorse, and this certainly clinched it. The gnome continued to watch for a few moments, then sighed, running a hand through spiky azure hair. 
 
    “Dora?” he whispered, not wanting to make too much noise. The half-orc stiffened as she heard his voice, but relaxed when she recognized it as his.  
 
    “I can’t leave her, Rindel,” she sobbed, clinging tighter to Starspot. “I can’t. I won’t.” 
 
    “You have to,” the Menagerie’s quartermaster said softly. She shook her head violently at his words.  
 
    The gnome bit back a sigh of frustration and chose to try a different approach. “Do you want Starspot to get hurt? There are a thousand and one ways for a horse to come to harm on this journey. I know you do not want to give up being with her, but it’s for the best. She can’t go with you on the final legs of this journey.” 
 
    A whimper was Dora’s reply. Rindel groaned to himself. “Dora, please, listen to reason. I understand wholeheartedly about not wanting to leave behind your companions.”  
 
    When she said nothing, he walked over and plopped himself down in the hay next to her. 
 
    “I wake up some nights screaming. Begging those, those things! Those monsters, to take me instead,” Rindel revealed. Dora looked over at him, her eyes red and puffy from crying. He nodded sadly at her. “Oh, yes. Sometimes I beg to be taken with the rest, so I won’t be alone. Other times, the abominations force me to run after the group only for my legs to become severed, causing me to fall and be left behind. I wake up most nights screaming, Dora.” 
 
    He turned to her, a fierce, determined gaze meeting wet, tear-stained orbs. “I can’t help you on this rescue mission, Dora. I’m a liability. And Starspot will be one as well. We can’t help you anymore. You have to do this alone.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone anymore,” Dora whimpered. Rindel leaned over and gave her a quick hug. 
 
    “I know. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    The two stayed like that in the stables through the night, comforting each other with their presence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8: Mermaids and tears 
 
      
 
    Dora looked over the creature in front of her with a critical eye. She checked the teeth. The hooves. The mane and the tail. She carefully examined the legs and the muscles and the body. 
 
    Enrai watched her with growing annoyance. “It’s just a horse, Dora! Four legs, long face, and a rump that can hold a saddle! It doesn’t need this level of scrutiny!”  
 
    “You don’t know much about horses, do you, Enrai?” Dora said with an ‘I know something you don’t!’ tone in her voice. She continued to check the quadruped Reed had given her to use in place of Starspot. “If you don’t take care of your horse, it won’t take care of you. And if you don’t know your horse, from its hooves to its nose, then why even bother riding one? You have two feet. Use them.” 
 
    “I could probably run faster than that horse anyways,” the Monk grumbled. 
 
    “But then you’d be exhausted. And what good would you be to Ain and me in that case?” the Healer inquired.  
 
    “Just leave her be, Enrai. If Dora wants to make sure her horse is fit to ride, then why make a fuss? It’d only be better for us in the long run to have good quality steeds for the trek through the Cracked Land,” Ain pointed out. He was busy securing a saddle onto the back of his own loaned steed, a beige draft horse. 
 
    Enrai grumbled and turned back to his own horse, a sandy colored equine who was slightly older than the others Reed had provided. He began to attached a saddle of his own, when Dora bustled over, slapping his hands away from the leather. 
 
    “No, no, no! You’re doing it wrong!” she admonished, taking control over the placing of the saddle. “Look, this is how you do it properly!” 
 
    “What was wrong with the way I’d done it?” the Monk whined. 
 
    “It was too tight! Poor thing would have gotten saddle sores from the way you were doing it,” Dora said exasperated. She glanced at Ain, “Does he always treat his rides so laxly?”  
 
    “Pretty much,” the elf said, throwing his friend under the wagon. Dora turned harsh, angry eyes onto the Qwanese Monk who flinched.  
 
    “You will tie the saddle properly, and I will watch. You will then undo, and redo it until I say you can stop. No one will be treating their horses poorly around me.” 
 
    “Don’t know why you’re acting this way now. When we rode to Saluda, you didn’t care this much about the horses Ain and I were on,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I was distracted with issues of my own then. Plus, I was under the assumption, foolishly its seems, that anyone who rides a horse for long distances would know how to take care of one,” the Healer said bitterly. “Now, do up the saddle properly! I’m watching!” 
 
    Enrai dared not oppose her anymore and did as she asked. Reed and Rindel watched in amusement. 
 
    “Glad to see she’s back to her chipper, upbeat self again,” Reed said, leaning on a cane for support.  
 
    “Me, too,” Rindel replied, watching Dora interact with her companions with a smile on his face.  
 
    After recovering from her much-needed session of shedding tears, Dora had agreed to leave Starspot behind. It hurt her to make that decision, but it was a necessary one. The mare would not survive in the jungles of the Dreadlands, let alone in a demon infested city.  
 
    With a trio of horses loaned to them by Reed, the group was now prepared to depart. They had their supplies loaded into bags and packs, some magical, others mundane, and were ready for the long, arduous journey south.  
 
    After nodding her acceptance of Enrai’s latest attempt to bind a saddle properly, she returned to her own steed. A large chestnut stallion whose coat color reminded her of Starspot. Her new ride lacked the iconic white starshaped splotch, though, which was disconcerting in her opinion. Riding a horse other than her own felt wrong. But the half-orc gritted her teeth and got on, swinging into the saddle with practiced ease.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get moving. We’ve wasted some time we didn’t have,” Dora declared, looking over at the elf and the human as they clambered with much less grace into their own saddles.  
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Enrai muttered. Dora still heard him, though, and she shot him a look that caused him to quail. 
 
    “We’ll see you soon, and with Scarrot, Holt, Uldo, Reesh, and the rest all in tow!” Dora announced. Reed nodded, while Rindel beamed at her with pride. 
 
    “I know you will. Now go on, get! We’ll be waiting for your return!” the gnome shouted.  
 
    Dora gave a jaunty wave in farewell before guiding her new steed towards the exit.  
 
    “OK, you guys, from here it’s just a few days to the Lake of Tears. From there, it’s almost a direct shot south. So, let’s stop wasting time and get going!” Dora cheered. 
 
    “Glad to see she’s feeling better,” Ain said softly to Enrai, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s far too bright and perky to stay sad.” 
 
    The trio raced out of Creidor into the wide, open expanse of the Cracked Land. Grey lay before them as far as the eyes could see.  
 
    Dora grinned. While she was focused on saving the caravan, a large part of her was excited to see the rest of the world. The trip into Saluda had been too short and marred by Undead, but this time she was determined to get as much as she could out of this venture. 
 
    Not to mention it was a chance to learn about her greener half. The Healer wondered what life might have been like if she’d been born down south amongst the orcish side of her family.  
 
    She shook her head. ‘Thoughts like that don’t matter right now. Pay attention to the surroundings. Be prepared for anything. The Dreadlands are not to be underestimated.’ 
 
    Dora narrowed her eyes as she peered off into the distance. It was finally time to save her family. Her soul pulsed in anticipation.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Here we are, the Lake of Tears!” Dora said grandly, swinging her arms wide to show off the scenery before the trio. 
 
    Well, they weren’t at the lake quite yet. They still had a few miles to go. But they’d crested a hill which gave a decent view of the massive body of water. 
 
    “You call that a lake?! It’s more like a sea!” Enrai exclaimed, staring at the water that stretched far beyond the range of sight. Ain whistled, impressed by the sheer size of it. 
 
    “I suppose,” Dora shrugged. “Technically, it’s an inland sea, but everyone calls it a lake, and well, the name just stuck.” 
 
    “And it’s all salt water, yes?” Ain asked. 
 
    “Yup. Rindel thinks there might be underwater caverns and tunnels that connect the Lake of Tears to the ocean, but no one’s ever checked. The merfolk that live here don’t have anything to say on the matter, either,” the half-orc said as they approached the lakefront.  
 
    “We’ll stop for the night along the banks of the lake. It’s a bit late in the afternoon, but I think we have another three hours before dusk sets in. We’ve made good time,” Dora said cheerfully.  
 
    Traveling with the caravan, it had taken a full week to make the trip from Creidor to the edge of the lake. With just three people riding decently fast horses and carrying a minimum of baggage, it took them only two days to ride out to this point. 
 
    As they rode they could see small settlements along the edge of the lake’s shore. They were shanty towns and poor fishing villages that had sprung up around the largest source of water in both the Cracked Land and Saluda. A few were close to actual town status in terms of size but served only as stopovers for the trading caravans that made their way through the wastes.  
 
    “Hard to believe anyone can make a living out here,” Ain said, a hint of wonder in his voice as he observed the distant figures of villagers going about their business. Some were in boats, plying the waters for fish. Others were tilling the meagre soil, scratching out an acre or two of barely arable land. They were all working hard, though, dealing with the hand fate had dealt them. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s rather unbelievable at times. But at others, it doesn’t surprise me at all. We mortals are tough, and don’t give up easily!” Dora said with a laugh. 
 
    “Too true!” Enrai agreed. He then frowned thoughtfully. “You know, if there are saltwater fish in the lake, I know a few recipes involving them. Want me to handle dinner tonight?” 
 
    “Would you? That’d be great!” Dora said eagerly, licking her lips in anticipation.  
 
    They rode for another two and a half hours before the sun began to set, and Dora called it a day. The trio pulled over to a small patch of dry, flat, mostly dustless land close to the lake. While they could have stayed in one of the settlements, places like that tended not to have much room, and didn’t cater to travelers. It was cheaper and easier to set up camp and sleep in tents beneath the stars. 
 
    As the group went about preparing the campsite, Ain winced as he rubbed the tips of his ears. “Urgh, the sun is killing me. How do you handle the sun?” 
 
    “Ears get burned again?” the half-orc asked sympathetically. He nodded, at which she snickered before reaching out with glowing hands and healing the damage.  
 
    “Scarrot and I have it lucky. We don’t burn as easily as you pasty-skinned folk do,” Dora said with a hint of smugness. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Enrai added, also sounding smug. Only to yelp in pain as Ain slapped the back of his neck. 
 
    “Oh, really? And I suppose that cherry red hue on your red is just a unique form of blushing?” the elf snarked. Enrai growled and clutched his neck, which had also suffered from the heat and sun. 
 
    “At least I learned my lesson from last time! Shaved heads and hot sun don’t mix. That’s why I grew out my hair slightly for my second venture into the Dreadlands,” Enrai declared in a huff, stroking the soft black fuzz that had grown in atop his scalp. His tattoos were now partially obscured by his new hairdo, but there was just enough definition left in the ink that they stood out as vague, mesmerizing shadows within his hairline.  
 
    The Spellsword chuckled at that. He remembered the first time he and the Monk had ventured into the Cracked Land. In just a day, Enrai’s entire head had become a massive sunburn that had taken weeks to heal.  
 
    “Well, if ‘make fun of Enrai’ hour is quite finished, I’m going to go fishing,” the Qwanese man said, dusting his hands off as he stepped away from his erected tent. “Any idea what sort of fish I can catch in the lake?” 
 
    “There’s sea bass and flounder, I think you might be able to find a shark in there, if you’re lucky, and close to the shores is quite a bit of shellfish like shrimp, clams, and lobsters,” Dora said, thinking back to the various seafood meals she’d eaten. For a landlocked region like the Cracked Land, it had a surprising number of fish dishes thanks to the Lake of Tears.  
 
    “Sounds delicious. I can think of a few recipes I can make with that,” Enrai said with a smile. He darted off to the shore with a burst of Wind magic, his speed vastly accelerated. Dora watched him go with an amused look before digging a hole in the ground for a fire pit. 
 
    Ain remained on guard, watching the surroundings with a frown. “I don’t like this. We should have spent the night in a village when we had the chance.” 
 
    “Didn’t I just explain why that wasn’t going to happen?” Dora asked, glancing over at the Grand Elf. When he didn’t respond, she frowned. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I feel like there’s something watching us,” he replied, staring across the dusty wastes. 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “Since we left Creidor,” Ain admitted.  
 
    Dora frowned, and her thoughts drifted to the strange, lead-grey bipedal thing that had saved her from the Manticore, and earlier had been encountered in the Undead plagued city of Rahmal’Alram. At the time, she’d assumed it’d belonged to Vord, as a sort of insurance to make sure she was following his instructions. But now, she had to wonder if that was the case. Could the thing be stalking her under the orders of a different master? 
 
    Her concerned musings were cut short by the abrupt return of Enrai, who was running back to them with a large, finned creature in his arms. 
 
    “That was quick,” Dora said, surprised. She stood up as he returned. “We haven’t gotten the fire ready yet, so you’ll have to put that down… on a… blanket…” 
 
    The half-orc stared at the being held by Enrai, then back up to the Monk. “Did, did you just kidnap a mermaid?!” she demanded, both furious and incredulous. 
 
    “No, no, no, not at all! I ‘rescued’ her. Big difference,” Enrai stated, looking down at the person in his arms with a worried expression.  
 
    She, and it was clear she was such thanks to the seashell bra being worn over a pair of small breasts, was a pale blue skinned humanoid, possibly in her early teens, with her legs replaced by a dark blue colored fish tail. Her shoulder length hair was seaweed green, and her eyes were clenched shut while her breathing was labored.  
 
    On closer inspection, a number of painful discolorations covered her torso, while her fishy lower half had scales missing and patches of still wet blood seeping out. 
 
    “Quick, grab a blanket and put her down!” Dora commanded. “Gently, though! I think she has some broken ribs! Maybe a bit of internal damage!” 
 
    Ain responded quickly, grabbing his bedroll from his tent and laying it flat on the ground. Enrai carefully lowered the mermaid down onto the clean blanket. She whimpered slightly at the rough feeling of the fabric on her tender skin but made no other reactions. Dora immediately sat down next to her and ran her palms, glowing silver and green, over the visible wounds.  
 
    “Oh, this is bad,” she muttered. “She has five broken ribs in her chest, with a piece of bone pressing against her left lung. It didn’t pierce it, praise Cynthia, but it’s far too close for comfort. And these injuries on her tail… they look to be made by claws, or some sort of sharp tearing object.” 
 
    “Can you save her?” Enrai asked worriedly. Dora smiled faintly at his concern. He was a kind man, to care for someone he didn’t even know. That was why she got on so well with him. 
 
    “Who do you think you’re talking to? Of course, I can! It’ll be a cinch!” the Healer declared proudly. She then frowned. “Where did you find her?” 
 
    “I spotted her washed ashore when I ran down for a round of fishing. Naturally, I panicked at first, but I knew you could probably do something to help her. Hence why I ran back as fast as I reasonably could,” the Monk explained.  
 
    Dora nodded at that before focusing intently on the young half-fish girl in front of her. Mana filled up the mermaid’s wounds, and the flesh slowly healed. However, she paused with her glowing palms directly over one of the blue-skinned breasts. 
 
    “Damn, this isn’t good,” she swore. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Enrai asked worriedly, looking up at the half-orc.  
 
    “The bone pressing against her lung is too badly broken for me to heal. I could try, but the odds of it becoming malformed and brittle in the future are too high.” She sucked in a deep, calming breath. “I’ll need to operate. You two need to help me cut her open so I can extract the shard of rib before it causes any damage to her.” 
 
    “How can we help?” Ain asked.  
 
    “Ain, how sharp can you make my dagger if you use magic?” Dora asked, passing the elf her short blade. He took it and examined it closely.  
 
    “I can probably make it so it’ll cut through the mermaid’s flesh without trouble. But I don’t think that will be enough. We don’t have the proper tools. And have you ever done an operation like this before?” 
 
    “…No, I haven’t,” Dora admitted. “I’ve helped perform them, though, so I can probably manage it. Even without the necessary medical implements.” 
 
    “Hang on, we don’t need to cut her open!” Enrai protested, dragging the pair’s attention over to him. “Dora, where exactly on her body is the broken rib?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, let’s see. Give me a second,” the green-skinned Healer muttered. Her hands glowed, and she held a finger over a patch of blue skin right below the mermaid’s left breast. 
 
    “There. Directly beneath where my finger is pointing. It’s only a few centimeters long, but it’s jagged and can easily punch through her lung if jostled, or if she tries to do too many sit-ups,” Dora revealed. 
 
    “I see. Then I might just have a way to save her,” Enrai declared. He then rolled up his sleeves, showing off his muscular arms. “Now, I want it to be known that this technique is normally used for punching holes through people, and, occasionally, ripping the hearts out of foes so it can be shown to them, still beating. But if I adjusted the power output, I should be able to pluck the offending piece of bone out of the little miss with barely any problems.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, you’re going to do what?” Dora demanded. Instead of answering, he raised a hand over the ground and let a red-orange glow cover it. Then, he rapidly slammed his hand down towards the dirt.  
 
    Instead of smashing painfully into the ground like she expected, Enrai’s hand phased through the grey earth, pushing aside a miniscule amount of matter in the process. Then, he extracted his hand, and pinched between thumb and index finger was a tiny pebble.  
 
    “This is the Shen Shou, or Mystical Hand, technique. It requires rigorous training to pull off, but if done properly a Monk can rip out an enemy’s organs or extract a lodged arrowhead without causing much, if any, damage to the surroundings. And not to brag, but I’m fairly adept with this technique. With you guiding my hand, I can pull the broken piece of rib bone out of the mermaid!” 
 
    “That just might work!” Dora exclaimed after thinking it over. She then frowned up at the darkening sky. “But I’ll need more light for this. Ain, can you get the fire going, and maybe get out one of the lanterns?” 
 
    The Grand Elf nodded, and tossed a fireball into the small pit Dora had dug and filled with slivers of coal and dried rags. Instantly a fire sprung up, crackling away cheerfully. The Spellsword than grabbed a special magical lantern out of their pack and injected it with his mana, filling the glass with a dull yellow glow. 
 
    With the lack of light now resolved, Dora cracked her knuckles and placed one hand close to the problematic portion of the mermaid’s body, while she lay her other hand on Enrai’s shoulder. 
 
    “Alright, what I’m going to do is direct a bit of my energy in two different directions,” she explained for her companion’s benefit. “The hand next to the mermaid will have a spell on it that’ll allow me to see where the bone shard is. The hand on your shoulder, Enrai, will have a spell that’ll grant you access to what my first spell can detect. That way, you can locate for yourself where the bone is you need to extract.” 
 
    “You can Duel Cast? An impressive feat,” Ain praised. Dora simply shook her head. 
 
    “Not at all. Duel Casting is one of the first tricks a Healer is taught. They have to be able to cast a diagnostic spell while also using a healing spell, because otherwise the Healer wouldn’t know how the healing process was going.” 
 
    Dora then turned to Enrai. “Are you ready?” 
 
    He nodded, determination glinting in his eyes. Slowly, carefully, so as not to cause complications with either her patient or her assistant, Dora let her magic bloom, and the spells came to life with a flash of silver. 
 
    A silver light filled the Monk’s dark eyes, and he gained a surprised expression for a moment as he saw what Dora could see. His expression became serious as he zeroed in on the part of the mermaid’s body now highlighted with silver energy. 
 
    Then, with an equal amount of care and precision as Dora had shown, Enrai let a membrane of orange mana coat his right hand, making sure not to use too much magic too soon lest it interfere with the spells Dora already had active. He slowly inched his hand closer to the mermaid’s rib cage and sunk his fingers into her flesh. 
 
    Like before with the ground, the digits seemed to phase through the solid matter of her skin with ease. With his eyes glowing silver, Enrai was able to see exactly where the offensive bone shard was. Combined with his Mystic Hand technique, it made for an astonishingly clean and quick surgery.  
 
    Enrai, guided by Dora, soon pinched the errant piece of rib between his fingers, and tenderly extracted it from the poor girl. Once it was out, everyone let out a heavy sigh of relief. 
 
    Dora removed her hand from the Monk’s shoulder and ran her hands over the mermaid’s body one more time to double check if the procedure had gone correctly, and to ensure the ribs wouldn’t cause any further damage. 
 
    “And there we go… just got to heal up the broken end so it won’t cause problems… smooth it out a bit…” the Healer muttered, before wiping a bead of sweat off her brow. “Ha! That glowing hand trick of yours really did it! The bone shard is gone, and the girl is no longer in any danger!” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” Enrai said happily, and even Ain nodded, pleased with the outcome. He then frowned in concern as the mermaid remained asleep. 
 
    “Should we wake her?” 
 
    “Not really. Best to let her sleep, right now. She’s physically fine, but her mind needs to adjust to these changes. Sleeping is the best way for the body and mind to adjust,” Dora explained. 
 
    “Then we should probably bring her back to her fellows and explain that.” 
 
    Dora and Enrai gave the Grand Elf confused looks, who grimaced and pointed towards the lake’s edge. 
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything while you were operating, but as you were treating the girl a large group of merfolk appeared nearby, searching the waters. And I’m fairly certain they can see us, and know we have one of their own,” the Spellsword revealed. 
 
    “Thank you for not interrupting us while we worked,” Dora said stiffly, gazing off into the direction Ain was pointing.  
 
    It was dark out now, the sun completely escaping beyond the horizon. But the moon was out, and its light was just enough to create spots of luminance upon the lake’s surface. And within that mirrored glow, indistinct shapes floated, facing the shore. 
 
    “That’s… not a good sign,” Enrai mused. He looked down at the young mermaid, still asleep on the sleeping bag. “Should I carry her back?” 
 
    “We should all go down and explain what happened. And perhaps you can apologize for carrying her off?” Dora suggested. Enrai looked annoyed at that, but she quickly explained why. 
 
    “Look, I know you brought her to me with the best of intentions, but I bet her parents are worried and don’t forget, this is the Cracked Land. ‘Kindness’ is not exactly a common commodity. Too many slavers traverse the wastes for the inhabitants to be anything other than suspicious of strangers.” 
 
    The Monk sighed but nodded at her words, conceding the point. He stood up, the teenage mermaid in his arms. He did not run, though, for two reasons. First, he needed to be slow enough so Dora and Ain could keep up. And second, running at a group of people who might be hostile was just asking for trouble. 
 
    The trio, plus one unconscious mermaid, made their way down to the lake. Ain led the way, the magic lamp lighting their path. Dora stood at Enrai’s side, checking on the girl every so often to make sure her health didn’t suddenly take an unexpected turn for the worse. 
 
    As the group neared the Lake of Tears, Dora was finally able to make out the size of the merfolk host awaiting them. A dozen heads bobbed in the water, everything below the neck hidden by the lake. It was somewhat unsettling being glared at by that many eyes, but the half-orc was used to it, and ignored it.  
 
    Ain and Enrai, on the other hand, were not used to such open hostility directed at them and shifted nervously as they got close to the shore. 
 
    Once the trio was close to the lake’s edge, close enough for the waves to lap mere centimeters from their boots, they stopped, and Dora stepped forward to speak. 
 
    “I am Dora Halfmoon, a Healer. This girl was brought to me due to a desire to see her wounds healed, and nothing more. My friend Enrai only acted in her best interests, as hasty and perhaps ill thought out though it may have been.” 
 
    “A half-orc Healer that goes by the name Dora? I have heard of you,” one of the merfolk said after a muttered round of conversation with their fellows. The spokesman was actually a woman, based on her soft, musical voice. “You work with the Yellowmoon Menagerie. We know of them, too. Scarrot and Holt have never tried to cheat us, or treat us unwell. Yet rumors speak of their disappearance. Why are you here, alone?” 
 
    “The people of the Menagerie were kidnapped, save for myself and Rindel,” Dora said, trying to keep the pain from her words. “I am now searching for a way to save them.” 
 
    “And what of your two companions?” the mermaid demanded. 
 
    “Ain, the Grand Elf, is a Spellsword for the Second Elfish Domain, while Enrai, the young man holding the girl, is a Qwanese Monk. He is the one who found her and brought her to me for medical attention,” Dora explained, introducing her friends.  
 
    That brought another round of muttered conversation from the assembled merfolk. The spokeswoman nodded in understanding. 
 
    “I see, that would explain why they were so willing to help a complete stranger. They haven’t lived in the dust long enough to be dry and jaded like the rest.” At her words, dark chuckles broke out amongst the other merfolk. Dora grinned wryly as well. 
 
    “I agree, they are quite naïve.” Enrai and Ain frowned at that, but Dora plowed on. “Anyway, we healed the girl. And now, we wish to return her to you.” 
 
    There was a pause. “We will most gladly accept the return of my niece and thank you with all of our hearts for healing her. But, could we ask of you something?” 
 
    “What is it?” Dora inquired. 
 
    “There are others who need healing in the clan. And our magic is not suited to tending to such damage,” the spokeswoman explained, then added, “Of course, we are willing to pay you for this work.” 
 
    Dora frowned. Her heart wanted to agree. She was a Healer. It was her job, nay, her duty to help when it was asked of her. Even if she wasn’t a true, fully ordained Healer her mother’s lessons still stuck with her. But they were on a mission. A time sensitive one, at that. Still, they’d made good time… 
 
    “I can help,” she finally agreed, nodding her head. “When will you bring me the patients?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” the mermaid said, voice tinged with audible relief. “We shall transport them here, to this spot, for the treatment.” 
 
    Dora nodded, and then gestured to Enrai. He stepped forward until the lake water went up to his ankles. Then, he carefully lowered the girl into the water. Her aunt, the spokeswoman for the merfolk, swam forward and grabbed her, gently guiding the young teen back into safety within her embrace. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, bowing her head towards the Monk in thanks. He scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “No problem!” 
 
    The mermaid nodded and smiled before diving under the water. The rest of the merfolk followed suite, and sunk into the salty depths, returning to wherever they lived. 
 
    “Are you certain we can spare time tomorrow for this?” Ain asked once the merfolk were all gone, and the ripples of their passage had faded from the water’s surface. 
 
    “We made excellent time these past two days. We can afford to spend a day healing and helping,” Dora claimed as she headed back to the campsite.  
 
    The Grand Elf sighed but didn’t argue. Instead, he looked over at Enrai. “So, any ideas as to what caused those wounds?” 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that a Kappa had attacked the girl based solely on the wounds I saw,” the Monk said. “But I highly doubt a freshwater monster could make it over to the Dreadlands without considerable help. Odds are it’s some other sort of local, aquatic predator.” 
 
    “What’s a Kappa?” Dora inquired.  
 
    “Bipedal, humanoid turtle-frog thing with big claws and a weird, cup-shaped dent in its head that holds water. If the water in their head disappears, they become slow and weak. Nasty monsters that live in rivers back in Qwan,” Enrai explained. “But like I said to Ain, highly unlikely.” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “What was it you said last night, Enrai? ‘Highly unlikely?’” Dora teased as the Monk stared slack jawed at the large turtle shell the merfolk had brought with them the next morning. It was large and dark green with splotches of red on its surface. At the moment, the shell was being used as an underwater sled to carry the worst of the merfolk’s wounded.  
 
    “How on Erafore did a Kappa get over here?!” Enrai demanded, still not sure he believed it. 
 
    “You mean that ugly fish-turtle thing? We’re not sure. It appeared in the lake a few months ago. Right around the time a Qwanese man and his son stopped by with their guards, come to think of it,” the spokeswoman from last night revealed as she swam up to the shore. 
 
    Now that there was decent lighting, Dora was able to get a good look at the mermaid, and she whistled in awe. The stories of a mermaid’s beauty were firmly rooted in fact. The spokesmermaid’s hair was long and lustrous and the color of ink. Her skin was the same pale blue coloration as the wounded teen’s, and her ample chest was barely covered by two pink colored clam shells. Around her neck was a cord of silk laced with a number of coral charms and polished pearls of varying hues. She was the picture of an elegant and refined merwoman. 
 
    “Qwanese man… curse it, that must have been General Shey!” Enrai swore, kicking the ground in annoyance. 
 
    “You know him?” the mermaid asked, curious. Behind her, other merfolk were carefully escorting the group of wounded half-fish people towards the shore where Dora waited.  
 
    As soon as the wounded were close enough Dora moved forward into the water so she could reach the injured merfolk. She immediately began triage on the two heavily damaged mermen who’d been assigned to the shell-sled. 
 
    “Sort of. He was a criminal on the run from Qwan. The boy you saw with him? Shey kidnapped him, and Ain and I were sent to bring him back. But why would he leave behind a Kappa?” Enrai wondered, utterly confused. 
 
    “Maybe as a distraction, or an advanced warning? Shey knew people were going to be coming after them, perhaps he left the Kappa behind to slow down pursuers? If he’d bound it with a Familiar ritual, he could potentially see what it saw, and if anyone killed it, Shey would then know who was after him,” Ain suggested.  
 
    “That makes a small amount of sense,” the Monk mused. “But not much. The Kappa is, at best, a low C-ranked monster. A single one would not have slowed down either of us. And then there’s the assumption we’d even pass by the Lake of Tears in our pursuit of Shey.” 
 
    “To be fair, most people would assume you’d take a path that would lead you close to a water source when traveling through the Dreadlands,” Dora pointed out, even as she healed some cuts and contusions on a merman’s tail. “The fact that you and Ain did not is mostly due to luck. Or poor planning. Either one is true.” 
 
    Enrai snorted, but Ain nodded. “Yes, that makes sense. Had we known there was a massive lake in the Cracked Land before we ventured off, we likely would have headed there one way or another.” 
 
    “Why did you kill the Kappa?” Dora asked the spokesmermaid, turning her attention back to her patients.  
 
    “About a month back, it started acting erratically. Before that, it was content to live close to the northern shore where it had been dropped off. But for some reason it became wild, easily angered, and then violent. Only recently did it dare to come close to our territory, though, which is why you had to heal my dear niece,” the mermaid explained.  
 
    “Hmm, the sudden shift in attitude might have been due to Shey being killed. If he had made a bond with it, the master’s death could trigger aggression in a Familiar made from a monster,” Ain stated, thinking back on his old lessons about magic. 
 
    “Regardless of why it happened, it did. After this ‘Kappa’ attacked my niece, we sent soldiers after it. It was surprisingly fast and fierce,” the mermaid said with a shake of her head as another merman thanked Dora for her healing skills. A feral grin spread across her lips, revealing pointed, shark-like teeth. “We got it, though.” 
 
    “Tasted like turtle with a hint of shark,” one of the newly healed merfolk claimed, licking his lips. 
 
    “You guys really have sharks in the lake? Damn, wish I’d known that earlier. I could’ve whipped up some delicious shark fin soup for dinner last night!” Enrai groaned in disappointment. 
 
    “Why not for lunch?” the spokeswoman said, before snapping her fingers at one of the loitering fish-tailed men. “Dezzem, take a few others with you, and hunt down a shark or two. We’ll have a meal together with these kind dirt-plodders.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady!” the merman exclaimed with a salute, before diving into the water. 
 
    “I take it you’re an important person among the merfolk?” Dora asked politely, and the spokesmermaid nodded. 
 
    “Among the Azulos, or ‘merfolk’ as you land-dwellers call us, I am of considerable station,” the mermaid stated proudly. “I am what you might call a ‘Governor.’ I lead the merfolk of the Lake of Tears on behalf of the High Priestess of the Coral Throne.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Dora murmured as she ran her hands over the last patient. Healing energy washed over the merman’s torn fin and stitched it back together, making it as good as new. “Alright, I’ve tended to the worst of the injuries for now. I’m going to have to wait for a bit for my mana to regenerate before I handle the superficial stuff.” 
 
    “Thank you, you have already done far more than I could have hoped for,” the Governor of the merfolk said gratefully. “I’ve never seen anyone with so much talent in healing. And your mana reserves are astonishing as well!” 
 
    “I had a wonderful teacher, and a lot of practice,” Dora said with a wan smile.  
 
    A large splash caught her attention, and she looked over to a group of menfolk who surfaced nearby. They were dragging a number of large shapes through the water behind them. There were two medium sized sharks, which had Enrai salivating and rubbing his hands together over, accompanied by a huge, fat fish twice the size of a merfolk. It had grey scales and a squashed head that looked like that of a boar. 
 
    “Do you think this will be enough to cook with?” the Governor asked, and the Monk nodded. 
 
    “Oh, yes! More than enough! I’ll start cooking right away!” He then paused and shot a sideways glance at the elegant mermaid. “Um, is there anything you guys can or cannot eat that I should be aware of?” 
 
    “Things that are toxic to humans, and elves and half-orcs too, I guess, tend to be bad for Azulos as well,” the spokeswoman said dryly.  
 
    “Got it! No poison,” Enrai said with a laugh before beckoning to Ain for help setting the cooking fire up. 
 
    “So, what’s it like eating underwater?” Dora asked as she watched her friends prepare lunch. 
 
    “Messy,” the Governess said with a giggle. “If there’s one thing you land-dwellers have in your favor it’s all the various spices and cooking methods. Raw or boiled are the main options we have when it comes to food.” 
 
    “That does sound limiting. Do you eat surface food often?” Dora questioned. 
 
    “When we can. We do small amounts of trade with the towns and villages that ring the Lake of Tears, which gives us a few chances to sample local cuisines,” the mermaid stated. She sniffed the air and smiled eagerly. “Speaking of local cuisine, it smells like your boytoys are almost finished with the food!” 
 
    Dora spluttered in shock and denial. “I-Wha-Huh?” she replied. The mermaid just tilted her head back and laughed. She continued to laugh while the half-orc grew increasingly embarrassed and refused to stop even as Ain walked over with two sets of dishware in hand. 
 
    “We don’t have much in the way of plates and utensils,” the Grand Elf said apologetically. “For the soup, we have some tin cups, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I appreciate your efforts,” the Governess responded after calming down from her bout of mirth. “I’m sure some of my men brought dishes and such for the rest of them.” 
 
    Still, she accepted the spare plate and eating implements with a nod. To Dora and Ain’s surprise, though, instead of using her hands to grab the offered items, thick strands of her long, inky black hair moved on their own and reached out and snagged the plate and utensils. 
 
    “How did you do that?!” Dora gasped in awe, absently reaching up and stroking her own straw-blonde hair, pulled back into a ponytail.  
 
    “Hmm? Do what? My hair?” the Governess asked, with a confused tilt of her head. Then, understanding sparked in her eyes, and she chuckled. “Ah, that’s right, you dry-skins don’t have this ability.” 
 
    She leaned back in the water, lounge in the lake like it was a giant bath, with the plate held in her hair hovering at her side. “Underwater, having hair that moves this way and that is dangerous. It can attract animals that mistake it for seaweed, and obscures vision when it floats in front of our faces. Us Azulos have developed a way to make our hair less of a liability. Simply put, all of our people can use inherent magic to control our hair like it’s an extension of our body. When we swim, our hair remains straight and unmoving. And if we wish it, we can move and control our hair like extra limbs. It makes it easy to carry and hold things underwater.” 
 
    “I wish my hair could act like an extra arm,” Dora sighed wistfully.  
 
    “A part of me wants to know the context for that sentence,” Enrai said with an amused grin as he walked over, holding a large pot full of soup. “Another part doesn’t, because a lack of context makes your statement hilarious.” 
 
    He then glanced over at the Governor of the lake, who was manipulating her dishes and cutlery with her hair and nodded slowly in understanding. He then turned back to everyone and gestured towards the large pot. 
 
    “Alright, everyone who wants some shark fin soup, gather ‘round!” the Monk declared loudly, and loud splashes greeted his words as the merfolk who had been loitering around swam over eagerly.  
 
    One of the splashes seemed to draw the Governor’s attention, causing her to stare at a merfolk who seemed smaller than the rest. With an exasperated sigh, the leader of the merfolk swam over to the smaller figure who flinched when the larger fish-tailed woman approached. 
 
    “My, my, my, what’s this? A naughty little lobster sneaking out when she was told to stay at home?” the Governess cooed in a way that made Dora shivered in terror, memories of her mother scolding her coming to the fore. 
 
    “I’m not a lobster!” a young voice cried out indignantly. 
 
    “You’re right. More of a shrimp than anything else,” the Governess teased. She reached down into the water and pulled out a familiar teenage mermaid and dragged her over to the shore. 
 
    “Someone snuck out, but I can guess the reason why,” the older mermaid said as she presented the young girl Dora and Enrai had saved last night. “She wanted to thank you for saving her.” 
 
    The Governess cleared her throat as she prepared to do introductions. “This is my niece, Fenna. She’s cute but utterly precocious.” 
 
    The teenaged mermaid scowled at her aunt for that, but her expression came off more as a pout than any look that would intimidate a person. She then turned to Dora, Ain, and Enrai and bowed her head politely. 
 
    “Th-thank you for saving me,” Fenna said softly. Enrai waved a hand dismissively.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, we were glad to help. Especially helping a cute little coral flower like yourself,” the Monk said, his suave words causing the young mermaid to blush bright blue.  
 
    “Keep your hands on the pot, Enrai! And stop flirting!” Ain shouted as the soup-filled container started to slip. The Monk muttered ‘Oops!’ and quickly reattached his waving hand to the pot’s handle. 
 
    Ferra giggled at his antics, while Dora rolled her eyes in amusement. Enrai quickly ladled out the hot and spicy soup he’d made to everyone, and there were a few minutes of peaceful slurping and muttered praises. 
 
    “This is really good!” Dora declared, praising Enrai. He smiled with a tiny blush at the praise.  
 
    “It’s nothing. Ain can’t cook worth squat, so I had to learn how if we wanted to eat anything other than rations whenever we’re on the road,” Enrai said with a laugh. Ain grumbled at that, muttering something about ‘not my fault everything I cook turns into charcoal.’ 
 
    Lunch went well, the merfolk praising Enrai’s skills which caused the young Qwanese man to turn red from the effusive compliments. Fenna spent most of the meal floating as close to the Monk as she could, shooting him doe eyes whenever he was around. 
 
    Dora and the Governess found the young mermaid’s crush of Enrai hilarious and hit it off quite well. The two spent most of lunch chatting with each other about the differences between living underwater and above. Of particular interest to Dora were the merfolk’s medical practices. 
 
    “Fascinating! I would never have considered using poison to treat a different poison,” Dora mused. 
 
    “Building up immunities to different toxins is hard work, but the payoff is worth it,” the Governess claimed. “By adulthood, most Azulos are resistant, if not outright immune, to many varieties of neurotoxins and venoms. The waters are swarming with deadly predators, most of which are delicious when prepared properly. If you want to eat, you have to eat properly!” 
 
    Dora nodded in silent agreement before putting her bowl down and flexing her hands. A quick check of her mana levels showed she had enough to finish the treatments. She called over all the merfolk who had only superficial and minor injuries and began to heal them. 
 
    “Anyone else feel the need for some additional healing? Problems or issues that aren’t the result of a fight?” Dora inquired as she worked. A few of the merfolk who’d carried the wounded over swam forth, expressing aches and pains and persistent coughs they’d developed.  
 
    Completely healing everyone took a few more hours than expected, and it was late afternoon before she was done, but it was worth it to Dora as she saw the joyful, pain-free expressions on her patients’ faces. Healing the aquatic race had also given the half-orc an insight into a new and unique biology she’d never had the chance to encounter before. Learning about new people and creatures, and then healing them, was one of the few moments of pleasure she had. 
 
    “You have our thanks, Lady Dora, for your help,” the Governess declared, bowing her head in gratitude. Dora accepted the thanks with a polite nod of her head towards the merlady and her niece. The rest of the merfolk all bowed their heads as well, a few shouting out praise or words of thanks for the green-skinned Healer’s efforts. At the lake’s shore, Dora and Enrai both said their farewells, standing with their feet in the water as they did so while Ain busied himself with cleaning up their campsite. 
 
    “Here, this is the payment we owe you,” the senior mermaid stated as a strand of her hair extended, carrying a dark green pouch. Dora took the small sack woven from kelp and seaweed fibers and peeked inside. 
 
    Within were several dozen small, lustrous orbs. Pearls! Mostly white, some pink and a single black pearl sitting atop the rest of the pile. 
 
    “Gold and other so-called precious metals are too heavy and unwieldy for use in the water,” the Governess explained. “Azulos money takes the form of pearls. White pearls are the equivalent of your copper coins, pink pearls are silver coins, and black pearls are akin to gold coins.” 
 
    “This is a lot of pearls,” Dora said, silently calculating what the trade-in value of these precious objects would be. A jeweler would pay handsomely for even a single pink pearl, let alone a rare black one! 
 
    “You healed a lot of people,” the Governess replied with a shrug. “Plus, we know that for you dry-skins, pearls are worth slightly more than the equivalent in precious metals. It is a fair trade, in our eyes.” 
 
    Fenna was fidgeting at her aunt’s side, before leaning over and whispering something to her guardian. The older mermaid frowned, but then nodded, a thin smirk creasing her lips. 
 
    “My dear niece has something she’d like to present to you as well,” the Governess said, waving Fenna over to the shore. She wiggled a bit, her face bright blue with a flustered blush, but she eventually worked up the courage to hand Dora a small, glowing trinket. 
 
    “This is beautiful!” the half-orc exclaimed as she took a look at the gift. It was a fragment of ivory white coral that pulsed softly with alternating shades of blue and green light. The coral piece had been shaped carefully into a facsimile of a fish of some sort. Or perhaps a whale? It had a round body and a tail-fin. Very abstract, but well made. 
 
    “Th-that is a token of favor,” Fenna revealed, a slight stutter to her words. “You can use it among other merfolk as a sign you have been accepted as a friend of the Azulos. Or, it can also be used as a key to gain access to a very exclusive resort.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s amazing, and probably more than we deserve,” Dora said. 
 
    “Th-the token will turn black and lose its glow if it is stolen or taken forcibly, so others will know I gave it to you willingly,” Fenna went on. “A-and I hope that, maybe, you’ll come by and see me again?” 
 
    “If we’re ever in the region afterwards, gladly,” the Healer agreed. Fenna smiled shyly, before turning to Enrai. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me last night,” she said, fidgeting and unable to look her savior in the eyes.  
 
    “Like I said, I was glad to help a lovely mermaid such as your-urk!” Enrai’s sentence choked to a halt as Fenna leapt out of the water and landed a quick kiss onto the Monk’s cheek before she dove back into the water, her face a deep violet.  
 
    Her aunt laughed at that, and Dora giggled as well as the stunned silly look on Enrai’s face. There were a few hoots and hollers from the mermen nearby before the Governess cut them off with a stern look. 
 
    “Farewell, Dora Halfmoon. May your journey be successful, and your travels safe.” 
 
    Dora stifled her mirth long enough to give one last farewell to the merfolk’s leader. “You as well, Governess of the Lake of Tears. Stay safe out there.” 
 
    Another round of bows went around, and then the group of merfolk disappeared beneath the water, their forms fading into the depths. 
 
    “Well, this certainly was a productive day. Not only did we acquire some goods we can trade if the need arises, but you became the envy of many of a seafaring man with that kiss,” Dora said, leering at Enrai who was now blushing up a storm. 
 
    “Stop kissing fishes Enrai and help me pack up!” Ain shouted over his shoulder at the pair. “And Dora! Do you think we can make it to an actual town if we start riding out now?” 
 
    “Yes, we should be able to reach one before nightfall,” the Healer claimed, thinking back to the many maps she’d looked over back at Reed’s manor.  
 
    “Great! Now let’s go. I don’t want to sleep on rocks tonight!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9: The town of tears 
 
      
 
    “Enjoy your rest last night?” Dora asked, a wide grin on her face. Ain looked away and mumbled something. 
 
    “What was that? I couldn’t hear you,” the half-orc teased, riding her horse up alongside the Grand Elf’s steed. 
 
    Ain just huffed and looked away, refusing to speak to her. Enrai, on the other hand, had no such hold-ups. 
 
    “The beds were awful! Even worse than you’d alluded to! Sleeping on rocks would have been preferable! Sure, they might poke you in the back, but at least they don’t move and crawl beneath the mat!” The Monk shivered as he recalled the night they’d spent in one of the nearby fishing town’s ‘inns.’  
 
    Dora had chosen to save her money and spent the night camping out a short way away from the settlement. As such, she was spared the horrific experience of waking up to some sort of mutated bedbug eating her undergarments. Ain and Enrai? No such luck. 
 
    It was with humor in her heart, and twitching regrets in her companions’ souls, that they set out after a night that had not been worth it. Especially since the two had had to pay for the damages they’d caused when they let loose accidental bursts of mana in fright at being swarmed with fabric-hungry insects. 
 
    “Now, we shouldn’t be too far from the southernmost point of the Lake of Tears. Just another day or so of travel. It’s a little spot called Weeping Outpost. From there, we’ll follow alongside one of the jungle-bound caravans. If possible, we’ll attach ourselves to one as guards for hire for the trip down,” Dora explained. 
 
    “Won’t that slow us down, though?” Ain inquired. “A large group of people takes much longer to get anywhere, after all.” 
 
    “True, but it’s also the easiest way to get past the border checks,” Dora revealed. “The orcs keep a tight rein on who enters their territory. A holdover from the War of Tusks. If you enter with a big group, it’s easier to blend in. No one pays too much attention to the hired help. We could try and enter as a trio, but we’d be watched a lot more closely by the border guards.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” Enrai said after thinking it over. “What sort of traders visit the Sprawling Jungle, anyways?” 
 
    “Salt merchants, mostly,” Dora said. “They trade salt processed from the Lake of Tears, as well as pearls and the occasional magical tools. Then, on the northward trip, they take away lumber, metal, and slaves.” 
 
    “Orcs practice slavery?” Ain inquired, a hint of disgust in his question. 
 
    “Sort of,” the half-orc said, flinching somewhat when she heard the Spellsword’s tone. “It’s mostly prisoners of war taken from inter-tribal feuds, or more likely criminals like smugglers, thieves, and the like who make trouble and get caught along the border. From what Scarrot told me, they see slavery more as a long-term community service sort of deal, rather than an actual business practice.” 
 
    “If only that was the case,” Enrai said, sounding slightly wistful. Dora nodded at that. The ride continued on in silence. Only the thud of hooves and the scratching of dust broke the monotony. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    True to Dora’s words, the group only had to spend another day in the saddle before the mudbrick walls of the Outpost rose up before them. 
 
    The base was smaller than Creidor, but just as busy, with lines of horses and wagons bearing cargo coming and going ceaselessly. It also clung to the shore of the Lake of Tears, so it had a decent dock that admitted fishing boats of all shapes and sizes. 
 
    “So, this is Weeping Outpost,” Dora said, looking it over carefully. A flag was flying from the roof of one of the taller buildings in the town. Blue with a green wagon wheel. The half-orc recognized it as the heraldry of one of the lesser Tower Lords of Annod Bol.  
 
    ‘Although, with Lord Krave dead and rumors of Lord Tiegan suffering a heart attack floating around, who knows which of the other four Tower Lords have risen to dominate the city by now?’ Dora mused darkly.  
 
    “Be careful, both of you,” Dora informed the pair as they drew closer to the walls. “Weeping Outpost is under the control of one of the Tower Lords. If we cause a ruckus or make a mess, we’ll either be slapped in chains, or worse.” 
 
    “Do you really think they’ll have the means to imprison us?” Ain asked haughtily. Enrai nodded in agreement with the sentiment.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve yet to encounter anyone in this place who can even compare to our strength!” 
 
    Dora eyed them, worried that their pride and disbelief would lead to trouble down the line. In the end though she just sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “Please, don’t cause any problems. Even if no one in the Outpost can match up to you, it’s still territory belonging to one of the rulers of Annod Bol.” 
 
    “You know, you keep talking about that place like it’s a horror show, but I just don’t see it,” Enrai said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “You never believe until you witness it for yourself,” Dora replied, shivering at the thought of the six black pillars that shot high into the sky surrounded by the vast, unyielding wall. 
 
    “Say, how far is this city anyways from here?” Enrai wondered. 
 
    “It took the Yellowmoon Menagerie a week to travel from the Lake of Tears to its outer limits, so I guess only two days horseback for us,” Dora said after thinking about the distances. 
 
    Enrai grinned, causing a knot of worry to form in her stomach. 
 
    “I can fly much, much faster than a horse can run, so if I tried, I could probably get there in less than a day,” the Monk mused, and Ain nodded thoughtfully as well. 
 
    “And my own magic can accelerate my body to impressive speeds, making it a quick trip as well.” 
 
    “Oh, no! No, no, no! You’re not ditching me and going off on some reckless adventure!” Dora scolded, shaking her finger sternly at the pair. 
 
    “We promise not to do so! Not right now, at least,” Enrai laughed. “How long do you think it will take to get us lined up with a convoy headed south?” 
 
    “A day or two,” Dora grudgingly admitted.  
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do! For the rest of today, Ain and I will help you browse for a caravan to take us on as guards. Then tomorrow morning, the two of us will take a quick trip to check out this Annod Bol place,” Enrai declared. 
 
    By now, the group had drawn closer to the traffic heading into the Weeping Outpost, and his cheerful words had elicited scoffs and amused snorts from the long-time denizens of the Cracked Land. Dora shook her head sadly. 
 
    “Fine. I can see that the only way you’ll trust my words is if you see the damned place yourself. Just be back around dusk tomorrow.” 
 
    Dora rolled her eyes as Enrai and Ain congratulated each other for wearing her down. She knew they’d come crawling back to her, apologies on their lips! And maybe, just maybe, she’d forgive them.  
 
    …Ah, who was she kidding? She’d definitely forgive the two morons for not believing her warnings about the City of Chains. Even she had been skeptical of the matter before she’d seen the place in person. But actually being there, getting accused of murder, almost becoming a sacrifice to release a Demon Lord onto the city, foiling said sacrificial scheme, and finally helping one of the few people she could call a friend escape by stealing an ancient Titan weapon? Yeah, that had been one crazy visit. And had more than sold her on the truth of Annod Bol’s twisted existence.  
 
    She straightened up and put away her thoughts, though, as a human in heavy armor wearing a blue cape and bearing a green wagon wheel symbol on his pauldrons approached her and her companions. He cut through the traffic, or rather, the traffic parted around him. Even without the heraldry of the local ruler decorating his armor, his commanding aura alone was enough to inform Dora this man was in charge around these parts. 
 
    She brought her horse to a stop, and the man in armor nodded at her. She nodded back, her head bowing deeper than his. 
 
    “Are you Dora of the Yellowmoon Menagerie?” he inquired. 
 
    “I am,” she declared firmly. “May I ask for your name?” 
 
    “Captain Sherfield, commander of the Weeping Outpost and Enforcer for Lord Waile of Annod Bol,” the knight-like man stated. “I’m here though on behalf of Blackjack Reed. He sent orders ahead that we were to welcome you and assist you in finding passage south.” 
 
    “Much appreciated, Captain Sherfield,” Dora said gratefully. The Enforcer nodded and beckoned for her and her group to accompany him. She motioned for her friends to follow and they were led into the modest town. 
 
    “I hope you don’t find my question rude, but what exactly does Lord Waile control around here? I have to admit I’m not very up-to-date on recent politics. Not after Lord Krave died and Lord Tiegan suffered complications,” Dora inquired, hoping to glean some new information on the status of the dread city. Partly for her own curiosity, but Scarrot and Holt would need to be updated on what had happened while they’d been gone. 
 
    “Lord Waile currently controls a third of the farmland around Annod Bol, and half of the southern trade,” Captain Sherfield stated. “Following the death of Lord Krave and Lord Tiegan, the city underwent a short period of unrest that has now been pacified. There are now only four Houses at the moment. New Tower Lords will be selected eventually to restore the balance, but at the moment no suitable candidates have been decided on.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that sounds like a lot of trouble. Any names you can share?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Scarrot was nominated, but due to his current, um, indisposition, he was removed from the candidate pool.” 
 
    Dora jerked back in surprise and almost tumbled out of her saddle in shock. Sherfield laughed at the Healer as she struggled to right herself on her horse. 
 
    “Yes, I was expecting that reaction,” the armored Enforced snickered.  
 
    “Whuh? Huh? Hah?” Dora babbled nonsensically. Enrai stifled a laugh, only to shut up when Ain slapped the back of his head. 
 
    “H-how can this be? Scarrot is-! I mean, he’s-! Who on Erafore thought he was leadership material?!” Dora demanded, aghast at the thought of the surly, grumpy green-skin in a position of overwhelming power.  
 
    A tremor of fear, incredulousness, and more than a little humor, ran along the length of her spine as she imagined Scarrot dressed up in a fancy suit with jeweled rings on his fingers.  
 
    “Did not need that image in my head,” she muttered, annoyed, and she shook her head to rid her skull of it. Ignoring the snickers from the people around her, she glanced back to the knight with another question on her lips. 
 
    “Do you have a merchant lined up to take us on as extra help?” Dora inquired, and Captain Sherfield nodded. 
 
    “We do. Or at least, Reed does. He used his connections to find a caravan for you and your two companions to work with. I will give you the information once I’ve dropped you off at the inn.” The armored man noted Dora’s questioning look, and he elaborated. “Reed also paid for rooms for you three. Three days, total.” 
 
    Dora accepted that with a polite nod, silently thanking the aging mayor of Creidor in her thoughts. Her back straightened unconsciously, her body filled with a desire not to disappoint or shame the man who’d done so much for her by looking weak. 
 
    It was not long after that the group entered Weeping Outpost and took in the sights, such as they were. The town was small, with the only interesting features being the caravan loading grounds just outside the main gate, and the rickety docks that brought in the scents of salt water and seafood to the settlement.  
 
    Reed had gotten the trio rooms at the finest inn in the Outpost. Of course, there were only two inns in the entire place. Thankfully, the Crying Fish was clean and safe and easily up to the standards of a medium-quality inn from any place outside the Dreadlands, as it catered to the higher-end folk who came around. Namely caravan bosses and agents for the Tower Lords. No one would bother Dora and her friends as long as they stayed there.  
 
    The inn had a wide and well-maintained stable attached to it, allowing visitors to park their wagons and horses for the duration of their stay. With practiced ease, Dora swung herself off her rental steed’s back, and quickly tended to him. She also had to help Enrai with his own horse, as the Qwanese Monk hadn’t fully gotten the hang of handling horses yet. He was learning, though, which made the half-orc proud.  
 
    After getting their precious mounts situated, the group entered the inn where Captain Sherfield awaited them. 
 
    “This is the information on the caravan that’ll be taking you on,” Sherfield said as he stood with the group in the lobby of the Crying Fish, passing Dora a scroll bound with a loop of simple string. “They’ll be here in two days and departing shortly after. You’ll likely have to spend a night or two with the caravan in tents outside, unless you want to pay for another day in the inn.” 
 
    “Thank you for the information, and we’ll keep that in mind,” Dora said. Lord Waile’s Enforcer nodded and then exited, his own duties demanding his attention.  
 
    Dora accepted the keys from the innkeeper and led the elf and human up to their rooms. There were only two rooms for the three of them. Ain and Enrai would have to share. As the sole woman of the group, Reed had splurged and paid for a room all for herself. A quick examination of the room later, and Dora pushed the pair into her room for a meeting. 
 
    “We got to Weeping Outpost in good time, even with that pause to help the merfolk,” Dora stated cheerfully. She then showed the two the scroll. “Now, let’s see who Reed got to help us.” 
 
    She untied the scroll and opened it, eyes darting over the contents. She pursed her lips and nodded slowly.  
 
    “Well? Who is it?” Enrai asked impatiently.  
 
    “Um, some caravan I’ve never heard of. Let’s see… the Greysliver Caravan. Led by Durmod Greysliver. Says here he’s… an orc?” Dora exclaimed, reading the scroll. She looked closer. “OK, according to Reed’s information, this Durmod fellow does the salt-slave run. He transports processed sea salt down south to the Sprawling Jungle, and then carts a batch of slaves up north. Rinse and repeat.” 
 
    “We won’t have to deal with the, uh, ‘northward’ portion of Mister Greysliver’s business, will we?” Enrai questioned, worry in his tone. Dora looked up and upon seeing the concern in both his and Ain’s eyes, she quickly reassured them. 
 
    “No, not at all. We won’t have to deal with any slaves during the trip. It’ll all be salt, and maybe some preserved seafood,” Dora said. Enrai and Ain let out sighs of relief.  
 
    Eventually the Monk perked back up. “So, who wants to take a look around town for a bit? See the sights?” 
 
    ‘I’m good, thanks,” Dora said with a shake of her head. “We have plenty of supplies and I don’t feel the need to go shopping quite yet. I’ll probably look around tomorrow. When you two are gone. On that stupid little sightseeing idea of yours.” 
 
    “You sound like you think visiting Annod Bol for a day is a bad idea,” Ain said dryly, the sarcasm in his voice thick like molasses.  
 
    “I’ve already warned you two. And like I’ve already said, I’ll be waiting for you to come crawling to me on your knees for forgiveness,” the half-orc retorted with a snort. 
 
    As usual, neither believed her. Ain and Enrai exited her room, leaving Dora alone to relax until dinner time. And she took that up with gusto. 
 
    “Oh, sweet, comfortable beds not crawling with magical bedbugs! I’ve missed you!” Dora gushed as she flopped onto the soft mattress with a sigh of contentment.  
 
    A week’s worth of riding and sleeping on the ground had done a number on her posterior, and Dora eagerly sunk into the clean and comfortable embrace of the inn’s bed with a smile on her soon to be sleeping face.  
 
    She yawned. Dreamily, she wondered why everything was taking on a tinge of silver as she slipped into darkness. Those thoughts soon no longer mattered as she faded from the waking world. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dora stood in a field of endless gold. As far as her eyes could see, there were golden stalks of wheat. An endless landscape of nothing but perfect crops. Above, silver clouds drifted through an azure sky. A soft wind blew, rustling the stalks and cooling the heat of summer. She inhaled deeply, and her nose was filled by the heady aromas of fresh, healthy soil and ripened grains.  
 
    Eagerly, she frolicked through the field. It had been so long since she’d seen this much healthy plant life. Most of the flora that grew in the Cracked Land was small, tenacious, and as grey as the dust that filled the plains. Only near Annod Bol, where slave-farmers toiled in the soil to grow food for the great city, could green be seen. And even then, it was of inferior quality compared to the farms back in her old home of Far Reach. This wheat, however, put all of it to shame. 
 
    She played. For the first time in years, she let herself have fun. No one was watching, no one was judging. She was alone with herself and her freedom. 
 
    After what felt like hours of spinning, dancing, prancing, frolicking and making merry, Dora felt herself grow tired. She sighed contentedly and lay back amidst the stalks of golden grain in a small clearing. For a while she just lay there in dirt, taking a break. She watched the clouds drift lazily by. She had fun trying to see what sort of shapes they made, an old favorite of hers back when she’d been a girl. However, a thought nibbled at the back of her mind, and she frowned as she continued to gaze up into the sky. Where was the sun? 
 
    Dora sat up, confused.  
 
    “This is weird,” she muttered, then gasped and slapped her hands over her mouth. Her voice had been loud. Too loud. Only when she lowered her hands and looked around did Dora realize that besides the sun, there were other things missing. Sounds, for one thing. And the creatures that made them. 
 
    Even when alone in the Cracked Land, there was more sound in the background than just wind and dust. The grunt of a horse’s exertion. The clop of its hooves. The crunch of dirt displaced by monsters stalking the person idiotic enough to venture out into the wastes alone. The cry of a bird, usually a hawk, as it found prey. 
 
    There were always sounds dancing through the landscape. But here, there was nothing save the rustle of stalks whenever a breeze went through the field.  
 
    And, of course, there was no sun. Dora spent a few minutes glaring at the sky, trying to find it, but there was nothing. The azure sky was illuminated through means beyond the norm. And it was starting to freak the half-orc out. 
 
    “This is a dream,” she chanted to herself and she looked around. “Just a dream. Only a dream. It can’t hurt me.” 
 
    There was a rustling sound in the grain not caused by the wind, and Dora tensed, cursing her big mouth and loose lips. “Don’t tempt fate, Dora, it just makes the gods eager to prove you wrong,” she sighed, staring warily at the golden wheat as it swayed and parted. 
 
    Instead of a horrific monster or a farm animal, what popped out of the wheat stalks was an amazing sight. 
 
    A fox the size of a hunting hound, whose body was made entirely of opal. Its crystalline fur shimmered with a million colors as it peeked out at Dora with eyes like mirrors. It yipped as it caught sight of her and emerged fully from the grain field and stood in front of the green-skinned Healer, scrutinizing her. 
 
    “Oh, my! What a beautiful tail!” Dora gushed as she caught sight of the fox’s hind quarter.  
 
    And what a tail it was! Rather than fur, it was a rainbow of fire that flickered and flowed almost like water. Dora could feel the heat radiating from the magical tail, but somehow it did not harm the crops around it. The opal fox yipped again, this time with a tone of pride in its voice. 
 
    “Yes, it’s quite lovely, and I… wait, what did you say?” Dora demanded, staring at the foxy creature.  
 
    “I could have sworn I heard you say something. Like, something in Common. I mean, I heard your bark, but there was… something underneath it?” 
 
    It emitted a laughing bark at the half-orc’s perplexed face, before sauntering over to her. It rubbed up against her legs like a feline, before trotting off deeper into the wheat field. It paused before entering the land of endless grains and turned its head back to stare at Dora. 
 
    “You want me to follow?” she asked cautiously. It nodded, and Dora bit her lip in thought before striding forward. She felt no malice or maliciousness in the creature’s intent and decided to follow its lead. Besides, it might escort her out of this strange dreamland.  
 
    As the two walked deeper into the field, strange sights began to pop up around her, before fading away with every step they took. 
 
    A mountain made of gold that burned white-hot on the horizon. A palace of brass pipes and whirring gears that floated above the clouds. Another palace, also somehow flying in the sky, but made from the clouds themselves. A tree, fathomless in size that reached into the sky and pieced the heavens with a million branches, each larger than a forest. Three glowing banners depicting scenes of victory and valor held aloft by ethereal creatures of light and purity. A crown made of wings soaring through the sky. A thousand times a thousand white unicorns with golden horns prancing and frolicking in the fields. 
 
    And then, finally, five ivory towers that rose from a city made of purest white marble. Two, capped with gold, the other three capped in silver. Dora’s jaw dropped as she stared at the sight to which the opal fox had led her. She blinked and rubbed her eyes. Then, she pinched herself.  
 
    Still the city of white remained in her sight. It did not fade like the rest of the sights the mysterious creature had led her past. 
 
    “The Marble City?” Dora whispered, unable to tear her eyes from the miraculous sight. The fox nodded and continued to walk towards it. 
 
    Dora’s knees shook and gave out and she fell upon them, unable to stand any longer in the presence of the divine city. 
 
    “The Marble City, home of the Divine Family,” Dora uttered breathlessly.  
 
    Scriptures and holy texts all spoke of it. A city within the Heavens where the gods of mankind resided, and the souls of the pure dwelled alongside them. Angels patrolled the walls and the spirits of the deceased lived in resplendent homes without wants or needs. Here, in the ivory towers, each member of the Divine Family held their courts. It was these palaces where Paladins and Clerics of the Divine Family sent their minds and souls when they prayed to commune with their respective deity. The Marble City was a place impossible to touch or reach by normal means, for the city existed deep within the Aether, hidden in a place no living being could reach.  
 
    And here she was, a half-orc slaver, kneeling in front of a place she had never imagined she would see. 
 
    She frowned and looked closer at the city. Was it just her, or was she nearer to the city than she’d been moments before? The walls seemed awfully close, and a lot bigger than they’d appeared when she first spotted them. 
 
    “Dora? Is that you?” 
 
    The Healer’s heart stilled in her chest. “Mom?” 
 
    She got off her knees and looked around wildly for the source of the voice. “Mom? Mommy, where are you?!” 
 
    “Dora! My precious mint leaf!” 
 
    She whirled about to face the cry, and tears began to slide down her cheeks, unbidden. There, emerging from a gate made of platinum and studded with countless pearls, was a young woman in a Healer’s robe with flowing golden blonde hair. 
 
    Dora choked back a sob of joy as she recognized her mother, and ran towards her. 
 
    “Mommy!” 
 
    Suddenly, everything flickered. She staggered and stared around her in shock and fear as the sky darkened and cracks and motes of light and dark erupted around her. Turning to look at her mother, she tried to run towards her, but found she was no longer able to move.  
 
    Her mother too seemed unable to close the distance, even as she ran towards her daughter, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “No! No! Wait! I don’t want to wake up! I don’t want to leave!” Dora screamed, hands reaching out desperate for her mother. 
 
    “Please, just let me hug her one last time! Please!” she begged. But if anyone was listening, no one answered, and the ground tore open into a yawning darkness, and she fell, screaming for her mother. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dora sat up on her bed, a strangled cry on her lips and tears staining her face. She placed her head into her hands and wept silently for a moment. 
 
    “Dora?” She jerked in surprise when the muffled male voice called out to her.  
 
    “Y-yes?” she called out, wiping her eyes clear with the back of her hands. 
 
    “Ain and I found this great place that serves this dish called ‘sushi!’ It’s from a region of my homeland, and I know you’ll love it!” 
 
    For a moment, the half-orc sat on her bed, trying to organize her mind after the shock it had just gone through. Eventually, though, she rose from it and strode over to the door, opening it. 
 
    On the other side, a familiar elf and human waited for her. Their smiles turned into looks of concern when they saw her bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Dora?” Ain asked. She nodded mutely. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine. Just a bad dream,” she said, and walked past them. The two friends shared a look but remained silent and simply led Dora out of the inn towards food. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10: The true nature 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be fine here alone?” Enrai asked Dora for what felt like the thousandth time. The Healer rolled her eyes at his incessant nagging. 
 
    “Yes, I will be. Of course, if you’re really concerned, you could just stay here and not go off for a trip to Annod Bol?” she pointed out. 
 
    The Spellsword and Monk shuffled their feet awkwardly and the half-orc snorted. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Weeping Outpost is safe enough, and as long as we don’t do anything foolish, we’ll remain honored, and untouchable, guests thanks to my connections with Reed. Plus, Captain Sherfield seems to be an honest man. For an Enforcer, of course.” 
 
    Enrai nodded begrudgingly at that. Sherfield truly did seem to be one of the more noble people they’d encountered in the Dread Land so far. Still, he was starting to rethink leaving Dora alone in a town used by slavers as a rest stop.  
 
    Dora picked up on his hesitation and frowned, before making a shooing motion with her hands. “Go on, you two. I told you I’d be fine. I’m a big girl who can take care of herself. Not a hapless damsel in distress.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ain said with a small chuckle. He then turned to Enrai and nudged his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go. If we want to head to Annod Bol and back in one day we have to leave now.” 
 
    The Monk nodded and followed after the Spellsword to Weeping Outpost’s gate. They left, and headed to a more isolated area before activating their magic. One thing that was the same in the Dreadlands as it was in the more ‘civilized’ realms of the Domain and Distant Qwan: Never use high-level spells within the border of a settlement. And never fly in and out of a settlement, using magic or otherwise, without prior permission. It was just rude, otherwise. 
 
    Once they were far enough away from the Outpost, the pair engaged their spells. Enrai grew wings of dazzling orange and red fire that carried him aloft into the sky. Ain wrapped himself in a crackling aura of sparks and weak lightning bolts, and he was soon moving so fast he became a blur on the horizon.  
 
    Dora watched them leave, their dust trail causing a few distant merchants and travelers to cough and swear loudly. She smirked at that before heading back inside the Outpost, keen on exploring it. She’d only caught a glimpse of it last night when Enrai and Ain had escorted her to dinner, and most of that was a blur thanks to her mind still reeling from the wretched dream she’d experienced. 
 
    Now she was determined to explore the place and take in the sights. She wasn’t expecting much in terms of tourist attractions, but seeing the sights wasn’t the Healer’s purpose. She wanted to gather information on the Sprawling Jungle and talking to the merchants and inhabitants of Weeping Outpost was the best way to do so. She could ask more detailed question when the Greysliver Caravan arrived, but at the moment she was limited to the people inside the walls. 
 
    First stop: a food stall for breakfast. The merchant was selling salted nuts she didn’t recognize, and a few roasted roots she did know stuck on sticks. 
 
    “Two potatoes, please,” she requested from the vendor. 
 
    “Eight copper,” was the reply. ‘Expensive,’ she thought, but she paid it anyway. Dora happily took the two skewered tubers. Potatoes were a food from Drakon that had caught on like wildfire across the world, but more so in the Cracked Land than anywhere else. It was one of the few things capable of growing in the parched, desiccated soil that made up one third of the Dreadlands. 
 
    “Heading south to the jungles for the first time. Any advice for what I can and cannot eat down there?” Dora inquired politely of the merchant as she nibbled on the roasted potatoes. 
 
    “If you don’t like meat, you’re going to go hungry,” the man behind the stall said bluntly. “Farmland is rare down there, and most of the edible plants are fruits. Orcs do know how to make a damned good barbeque, though. They have magic hands when it comes to meat.” 
 
    The vendor narrowed his eyes at her. “Seems odd a halfy wouldn’t know this, though.” 
 
    “Born outside the jungle. My father never looked back after he left it,” Dora stated simply. The merchant just grunted and ignored her, his interest in the conversation drying up. 
 
    Dora moved on, aware that she’d get no more information out of the man. Instead, she headed down to the docks in search of one of the salt processing workers. Since their goods went to the Sprawling Jungle more often than not, it made sense to question them about what went on down there. 
 
    “Do you know why salt is worth so much down south? Why so much of what we make ends up down there?” one of the salt makers inquired. Dora blinked, surprised by the question. All she’d asked was why so much salt was needed by the jungle-dwellers.  
 
    So, she slowly shook her head in the negative. The salt maker scoffed, folded his arms across his chest, and then gave her a look she knew heralded a lecture. She did her best not to groan. 
 
      “The jungle is stupidly hot. More than that, it’s humid. Which means humans, elves, dwarves, and gnomes will be sweating like pigs down there,” the man explained. “And when we sweat, we lose not just water, but salt as well. So, in order to not die of dehydration, salt is absolutely vital.” 
 
    Dora nodded slowly. She already knew that thanks to her training as a Healer. That did raise one question in her mind, however. “Orcs don’t have that problem, then?” 
 
    “Nah, lucky bastards don’t have as many pores as humans or other humanoids do,” the salt maker stated. “Don’t sweat as much as a result. Something about their skin retains salt and moisture, too, by reflecting heat or some such, but I’m not a hoity-toity scholar, so I dunno more than that.” 
 
    The half-orc politely ignored the somewhat racist term of ‘humanoids’ to describe elves, dwarves, and gnomes, and simply bobbed her head as she processed this new information. She’d never healed that many orcs before. Scarrot never got hurt or sick, at least not since she’d joined the Menagerie, and he did not deal in orc slaves. 
 
    For Dora, this information was important. She knew she sweated like a human. A side effect from her mother’s half of her parentage, no doubt. She’d never noticed any differences as a result. She was curious if being half-orc would matter much in the jungle in regards to keeping her alive. Knowing the reason salt was so valued in the Sprawling Jungle was worth having to sit through the next ten minutes as the salt maker droned on about ‘the wonders of salt, I tell you what!’ 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The lecture on salt lasted far longer than Dora had expected or wanted. By the time it was over, it was almost noon and the half-orc dragged herself away to find something to eat. Preferably something without an ounce of salt in it. 
 
    She managed to do so by stuffing herself with fresh fish, caught straight from the Lake of Tears. The stall vendor she bought the grilled fish from was quite helpful. Far more so than the first market stall vendor or the salt maker.  
 
    “…and another thing! Make sure you pack some bug repellant! Those nasty vermin will drink you dry if you let ‘em! And another thing! Be careful when trying to bathe, especially in a river! They have these hungry little fish called ‘piranha’ that will gnaw you to the bone if you’re not careful!” the grandmotherly vendor declared, waggling a skewer at Dora who nodded politely and continued to absorb the knowledge. “And another thing! If something is brightly colored, it’s probably poisonous! Just like a clown!” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware clowns were poisonous,” Dora commented, amused by the old woman’s rants.  
 
    “My ex-husband was a clown! And they’re as toxic as they come!” the vendor shouted sternly. “You think you know a man, but then he comes home with some other woman’s make-up on his face! The very idea! And another thing…!” 
 
    As strange and opinionated as the old woman was, she was a veritable font of information. If you could cut away the fact from the rant. Dora repaid her worldly wisdom with a free check-up, healing some arthritis and a weak hip.  
 
    “Oh, such a kind young girl,” the elderly vendor gushed as Dora’s Healing magic washed away her aches and pains. “You know, my grandson is single. You’re just at the proper age to settle down, eh?” 
 
    “Um, that’s generous of you, but I don’t think I’m ready to do that just yet,” Dora said with a cough and a blush. “I still have things I need to do.” 
 
    “Ah, wanderlust. I had it too when I was a girl! Ran away and joined a circus!” the vendor said, sighing as she delved into her memories. “That’s how I met my ex-husband. I was the bearded lady, you know.” 
 
    “How does a girl who signed on with a circus end up in the Dreadlands?” the Healer asked in disbelief as she checked over her patient, making sure she hadn’t missed anything. And trying desperately not to picture the old lady in front of her with a beard of any kind. 
 
    “We were heading down to Saluda from the Crawling Coast when it happened. The ringmaster was a cheapskate and decided to purchase passage on the cheapest ship he could find without actually looking into it,” the aged woman said with a snort. “As such, he had no idea the ship and crew he’d hired also moonlighted as pirates when the pickings were slim. As such, we all ended up captured. We made it to Saluda, but as slaves instead of performers.” 
 
    “Well, at least you finally found your freedom,” Dora said, patting her hand comfortingly. 
 
    “Thanks to my son. He was always a strong and smart lad, and worked hard, before catching the eye of his master. He worked and worked and won his freedom. Then, he worked some more and bought my freedom next. Not my ex-husband’s, though,” the aged woman said with a cackle. 
 
    “Well, I hope my check-up helps you feel better for now,” Dora said, standing up and stretching lightly. “And many thanks for all the helpful information on the Sprawling Jungle.” 
 
    “Not a problem! It’s nice to have someone listen to an old bat’s rambling!” the old woman said with an appreciative smile.  
 
    Dora shared a few more pleasantries before leaving the helpful elderly stall vendor behind. She had a few more hours before Enrai and Ain were due to return, and she wanted to visit a few more spots and trawl for information.  
 
    ‘And then afterwards, maybe a bit of shopping while I’m at it,’ Dora thought. She didn’t need to purchase any supplies at the moment, and Weeping Outpost didn’t have much variety of anything besides seafood and salt but looking at nice things helped her unwind. And, if she was honest, it always helped her find out more about people and places when she had examples of their leisure and luxury goods to examine. Not that she’d had much opportunity to do this sort of window browsing before, but the few times she’d been in new places had piqued her curiosity. 
 
    Browsing the ware of Rahmal’Alram in Saluda had been especially fun. Despite the threat of the Creeping Rot, there had still been plenty of stores that sold fine goods to the indolent nobles who’d holed up in their mansions. She’d seen gilded toys, mirrors made of silver, and artifacts of magic that were useless for anything more than frivolous display. And it had shown her that there was so much more beyond the small pieces of the world she’d lived in her whole life.  
 
    She hid a pained sigh at that thought. Dora, for all her travels, had never seen much of the world. Fifteen years growing up in rural Far Reach had not let her experience life. And the past three years of living in the Cracked Land as a slaver had shown her the ugliness of the world. 
 
    But she wanted to see more. Experience more! Live more! And despite Dora telling herself she wanted nothing more than to have things go back to the way they were, she knew deep down that was no longer possible. Something had changed within her. Or, perhaps more accurately, something was trying to change her.  
 
    The dreams were growing stronger, and more vivid. Last night hadn’t been the first time she’d experienced odd, otherworldly places in her sleep, but it had been the longest time spent in another realm, and the Healer could feel her soul shifting because of these nightly detachments. 
 
    She looked down at her fingers and watched as silver sparks danced alongside emerald ones. Once, her mana had been green. Now, though, it was becoming interspersed with shades of silver. Who was she, anymore? The Dora of the past wasn’t the Dora standing in the dusty streets of a Cracked Land Outpost. And the change concerned her. Where would it end? And who would she be when it was finished with her? 
 
    Dora shook her head, banishing the morbid thoughts. It was pointless to dwell on this matter now. She still had people to rescue, and sights to see. 
 
    Idly, she rubbed the silver bangle dedicated to Nia, youngest of the Divine Family and goddess of love. A soothing sensation filled her soul. The half-orc looked down at the piece of jewelry, confused, before narrowing her eyes at it. 
 
    “Hmm. So, you’re the one…” she muttered to herself. She looked away from the silver wristband and continued her walking tour of the Weeping Outpost. There would be time later to investigate this new discovery. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dora glanced out the window of her room at the sky, noting the time based on the angle of the sun.  
 
    “Soon,” she murmured. “They’ll be crawling on their knees to me soon.” 
 
    Dusk was upon the town, and long shadows were cast across the land. Enrai and Ain had promised to be back around this time, if they didn’t run into any complications.  
 
    A quiet growl rumbled out of her stomach, and she winced, looking down at the protesting organ as it demanded food. 
 
    “Come on, don’t do this to me now, stomach,” Dora grumbled. Her belly’s response was another loud gurgle of hunger. 
 
    “Fine, you win,” the Healer uttered with a sigh of defeat. “There has to be a food stall close by to the inn I can visit. Let’s get you filled.” 
 
    She got off the bed and managed to get to the door when she sensed a pair of familiar presences on the other side. So, with a carefully schooled blank expression, she opened the door and caught a face full of knuckles.  
 
    “Argh! Dab it, right in da nose!” Dora shouted, grabbing her face, word distorted from pain.  
 
    “Oh gods, I’m sorry, Dora!” She heard Enrai’s voice call out in shock. 
 
    “You know, I shouldn’t find this as hilarious as I do, but after the day I’ve had, this is much needed humor,” Ain’s dry voice stated. 
 
    With a few choice curse words muttered under her breath, Dora blinked her eyes clear of pain-based tears and tenderly poked her nose. It wasn’t broken, just bruised. Enrai hadn’t been trying to punch her, just going for a round of knocking on the door. 
 
    “Have a fun trip?” she asked with bitter sarcasm. Her eyes opened up and took in the sight of her two friends. 
 
    ‘Bedraggled’ would be a polite descriptor of the pair. ‘Hit repeatedly in the face by a hard, unpleasant truth’ was another, albeit lengthy, way to describe them. 
 
    Ain and Enrai looked worn down with weary bodies and broken spirits. Their eyes were clouded with memories of horror, a look Dora was all too familiar with when dealing with slaves who’d spent the majority of their life in chains. 
 
    But to her immense relief, a spark of their former vitality had reappeared after the comedy routine in the doorway. 
 
    “Come on in,” Dora said kindly, ushering the two into her room. They followed her instructions and plopped down wordless onto her bed. She remained standing as she scrutinized them.  
 
    The Healer folded her arms and took in their disheveled appearance. “Do you believe me now?” 
 
    “How can something like that place possibly be allowed to exist?” Enrai demanded angrily with his fists clenching unconsciously.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Dora said, and shrugged helplessly. “I asked that myself when I first saw Annod Bol.”  
 
    She noted how they flinched when she said the dread city’s name and began to probe for information. “Tell me, how close did you get?” 
 
    “Fairly close,” Ain said softly. When Enrai wasn’t willing to add anything to the conversation, the elf continued. “We were a stone’s throw from the main gate before we retreated.” 
 
    “The full effect of the city’s aura didn’t really hit until we were well within sight of it,” the Grand Elf went on. “At first, there was just a worming, nagging sense of wrongness that settled on our shoulders as we got closer. When we initially caught sight of the city’s walls we felt nothing. As we drew nearer, and those six black towers loomed closer, then the unnaturalness of the place began to strike at us.” 
 
    “It was like the city was screaming at us!” Enrai shouted, slamming his fists helpless against the bed. The frame creaked slightly from his assault, and he quailed under Dora’s stern glare. 
 
    Her gaze softened, and she reached out to pat his shoulder. “It’s alright, you’re here, and not there.” 
 
    Enrai’s rough breathing calmed down to a regular rhythm. He gave Dora a weak yet thankful grin, and then spoke up. 
 
    “It was wrong. So very wrong! All that misery and suffering, all boiling and fermenting behind those imposing walls… not even Rahmal’Alram felt that horrific, and it was soaked in the Miasma of countless Undead! How can such a place be allowed to exist?!” 
 
    “I don’t know how such a place can exist,” Dora said with a sad sigh. “But now you understand why Annod Bol is so reviled. Why its name evokes such fear and distaste. I doubt there are many other places in the entirety of the Dreadlands that contains such a dark, festering legacy.” 
 
    “And you were able to stand to be within that city for a several days? Willingly?” Ain inquired, recalling Dora’s tales of her time in the City of Chains. When the half-orc nodded, he shivered, and looked upon her with a great deal of respect. “You’re a stronger person than I’d first believe. I knew you were stout of heart and pure of soul from your actions in Saluda, but this… this goes beyond ‘good’ into ‘saintly.’” 
 
    Dora couldn’t help but blush at the praise. She turned her head to the side so they couldn’t see her face light up like a bonfire. 
 
    “I’m not that great,” she mumbled, embarrassed but pleased all the same. Enrai let out a quiet laugh. 
 
    “No, you really are. I can’t think of any other women I know who’d do so well in the Cracked Land. You can lie to yourself all you want, claiming you’re not a decent person, but in my opinion, you’ve done so much to be proud of.” Enrai held up a hand to stall the inevitable denial. “Yes, I know, you’ve done some questionable things to get by. But that just proves our point about you; despite all the hardships, you still try and do the right thing, and have a moral compass to put Ain and me to shame.” 
 
    Dora opened her mouth to respond, but was cut off by a loud roar that seemed to shake the room. Three faces turned scarlet in shock and shame, and three pairs of hands reflexively covered up three stomachs. 
 
    “Maybe we should find some food before we discuss this matter any further?” Ain suggested. Enrai and Dora both nodded eagerly. 
 
    A snicker split the air. Dora tried to hold back her giggles, but they wouldn’t stop, even as she slapped her hands over her mouth. Ain snorted as well, with Enrai not far behind with a muffled guffaw. Then, as if a dam had broken, laughter spilled out of the trio and lifted the somber mood of the room.  
 
    Dora wiped away a tear of mirth. She was glad to have her friends back, as well as see them start to unwind and recover from the waking nightmare that was Annod Bol.  
 
    “I was thinking about browsing the street vendors for dinner. Want to buy a whole bunch of junk food and eat it in our rooms?” 
 
    “I’d like that a lot,” Enrai said with a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11: To the south we go! 
 
      
 
    The next day began with an air of anticipation. The caravan they’d be joining up with for the trek down south was scheduled to arrive soon, so thinking and preparing for departure gave Ain and Enrai a chance to recover from their up-close experience of Annod Bol.  
 
    Dora was just as determined and invested in the preparations as the two guys, but for a different reason. Her desire to save her own caravan burned brightly in her soul.  
 
    “Does everyone have everything?” Dora inquired as she shouldered her pack and glanced over her shoulder at the elf and human emerging from their room. “No forgotten articles of clothing or misplaced items?” 
 
    “Nah, got it all squared away,” Enrai said proudly, patting his own pack fondly. 
 
    “I, too, am ready,” Ain declared. Dora nodded and led the pair out of the Crying Fish Inn. She tipped the owner a few copper coins and gave a jaunty wave farewell to the handful of patrons inside the building. 
 
    With confident steps she emerged into the morning sunlight and proceeded to head over to the stables to fetch their steeds. The horses would be with them for the rest of the jungle-ward trip, and then sold or traded at the border town before the trio slipped into the Sprawling Jungle. 
 
     “There’s a good boy,” Dora murmured comfortingly as she patted her horse’s nose. “Did you enjoy your stay? Come on, let’s get some exercise.”  
 
    With a tiny amount of coaxing, Dora led her sturdy steed out of the stables and towards the town’s gate. While people and objects could come and go as they pleased, there just wasn’t enough room for dozens of carts, cages, and crates, as well as the beasts of burden that transported them. In fact, Dora and her two companions had only gotten space in the stables thanks to Reed setting that up for them as well. Otherwise, she’d have had to leave the horses outside the Outpost’s walls for the two nights they’d stayed there. 
 
    Due to this, there was a huge, cleared area beyond the Weeping Outpost’s walls that served as parking for the caravans. A mini-market of its own had sprung up here, reminding Dora of the shanty town outside Creidor’s walls.  
 
    “What does our esteemed host’s caravan look like? Any notable features? Like a flag or emblem or something recognizable?” Enrai asked as they exited the gate and headed towards the caravan parking lot. 
 
    “According to Reed’s note, the Greysliver Caravan has the second highest number of orc and half-orc workers,” Dora said, thinking back to the contents of the letter he’d left for them. “So, if we just look around for a large concentration of green, that should lead us to them.” 
 
    “They don’t have heraldry or a marker to show who they are?” Ain asked, surprised.  
 
    “Most groups don’t have defining marks. The Yellowmoon Menagerie was an exception, as is the Sunbinder Caravan,” Dora explained. “Most caravans aren’t well known enough to warrant an emblem. Most just choose to carry the symbol of their patron Tower Lord if they desire a symbol to show off who they are. But a few do rise to a certain degree of infamy and earn the right to make an emblem for themselves.” 
 
    Enrai shivered at the mention of the Sunbinders. He wasn’t interested in meeting those pyromaniacs anytime soon. Once was enough! He liked fire as much as the next Monk who could set their limbs on fire and create blazing wings capable of flight, but those slavers had taken their fire-lust a bit too far for his liking. And to think their leader was friends with Dora! A madwoman befriending a kind Healer! Would wonders never cease? 
 
    Dora noticed the Monk’s discomfort at the reminder of one of the other large and infamous Cracked Land slave caravans, and patted his shoulder.  
 
    “There, there. The mean lady and her friends can’t hurt us,” she said teasingly.  
 
    “Yeah, but they liked you. Me and Ain? We were just flammable acquaintances,” Enrai pointed out.  
 
    “I don’t know about you, but elves are not very flammable,” Ain claimed. 
 
    “Yeah, cause you’re all such wet blankets,” the Monk shot back with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    “Simmer down boys, I think that’s them up ahead,” Dora said, slapping their shoulders to force their attention back to the matter at hand.  
 
    They looked up and followed the Healer’s gaze, where they saw the armored form of Captain Sherfield speaking with a green-skinned person wearing a turban.  
 
    Unlike Dora’s mint green flesh, this man, for he was clearly male with a thick and broad chest, had green skin much darker in coloration. It was closer to the green that might be seen on a pickle. In fact, the orc looked a lot like the preserved vegetable in question due to a series of warts and lumps on his face. 
 
    Dora stifled a snort at that thought. ‘Don’t insult our host by calling him a pickle,’ she intoned to herself. ‘Don’t do it. The laughs I might make are not worth the fallout!’ 
 
    “He doesn’t look like I was expecting. Kinda looks like a pickle, honestly,” Enrai whispered to her.  
 
    She failed to contain her mirth, emitting a strange, otherworldly combination of a snort and giggle that was desperately muffled by her hands.  
 
    “Don’t call him that! For the love of Cynthia, don’t insult our temporary boss!” Dora hissed at him as she got herself under control. 
 
    Enrai wisely shut up, especially as the minor commotion he’d made with Dora had grabbed the attention of Sherfield and the man who was speaking with the Outpost’s commander.  
 
    “Ah, glad to see you up and about,” the armored man said with an easy smile as the trio approached. “I was going to fetch you once I was finished speaking with Durmod here. But since that isn’t necessary, allow me to introduce the two of you. Dora, this is Durmod Greysliver. Durmod, Dora Halfmoon.” 
 
    “Greetings,” the orc said, extending his hand to Dora who shook it. He cast a critical look over her and the other two before sighing. “At least you’re a Healer, and able to pull your own weight. The two behind you though look like frail little children. They won’t last a week.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” Enrai said dryly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us, we’re more than strong enough to take care of any task you can throw at us,” Ain said stiffly, insulted by the insinuation of weakness. 
 
    Durmod ignored them and instead focused on Dora. “I’m only doing this because it’s Reed asking. I normally don’t take strangers onto my crew on a whim, especially not on a one-way trip, either. But since the Blackjack demanded it, and is at least paying for your expenses, I can give you the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “Wonderful to hear that,” Dora said with an even tone. “Are there any injuries among your caravan? I’ll start healing them now so they can be fresh and ready to depart whenever you wish.” 
 
    “We’ll only be staying here for a day to resupply before departing tomorrow morning,” Durmod replied, before jerking a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of tents being erected. “And if anyone of my men have injuries, you’ll find ‘em there, setting up camp. Feel free to ask around.”  
 
    The orc then turned away and resumed chatting with Sherfield, arguing about the price for a single day parking permit. With his attention no longer on them, the trio moved off towards the rest of the crew they’d be spending the next leg of the journey with. 
 
    “Rather rude fellow,” Ain muttered, recalling the dismissiveness of Durmod’s greeting. 
 
    “You’ve been spoiled by my bright and kind personality,” Dora snarked. “Out here, that guy’s attitude is the norm. Dismissive, bitter, and suspicious towards outsiders. And it’s worse for us because Durmod no doubt dislikes being used as a stepping stone for our own needs. Caravan bosses are like that. I know Scarrot was, when Reed asked him to do things he didn’t want to do.” 
 
    “So, we have an antisocial orc as our guide. What could go wrong?” Enrai joked. 
 
    “Stop tempting fate! It’s bad enough out here in the Dreadlands without idiots asking the gods to make things worse!” Dora admonished, slapping the back of his head in anger.  
 
    Their by-play seemed to attract some attention as they reached the grove of tents, all set up in a circle around a number of empty wagons and cages. The Greysliver Caravan’s crew members all watched, amused, as Dora berated Enrai. One of them, another orc but taller and with darker green skin than Durmod, stepped forward to greet them. 
 
    “Well, well, well, so these are our little guests for the trip down to the jungle,” the orc said with a drawl.  
 
    “If you have any comments about how we don’t look tough enough to roll with your crew, save it, we already heard that talk from your boss,” Dora said, interrupting him. A frown flashed across the orc’s tusked face, before he leered at the Healer. 
 
    “Hey, pretty thing. You should know, I’m the second in command around here. If you want a pleasant journey, you need to stick with me. Otherwise, who knows how uncomfortable the trip might become?” 
 
    Dora stared at him, an unreadable expression on her face. She then turned to Enrai, who had a scowl as he glared at the orc. 
 
    “Enrai. Break him.” 
 
    The Monk blinked in surprise as he turned to the half-orc. “Really?” 
 
    “Really, really. Show him who’s the actual boss around here.” 
 
    A wide, unsettling grin split the Qwanese man’s face, and the next thing anyone knew, the tall orc was flat on his back ten feet away, a tent collapsing around him. 
 
    As the rest of the Greysliver Caravan watched in muted astonishment, Dora strode over to where the second in command had fallen and, with a display of strength, dragged his semi-conscious body back into the middle of the area. She then proceeded to heal him, fixing his broken ribs and concussion with practiced ease. 
 
    As the wannabe bully groaned and staggered to his feet, Dora was already back at Enrai and Ain’s side, arms folded. 
 
    “Nice to meet you all. I’m Dora. This is Enrai, and the elf is Ain,” she said calmly, introducing herself and her friends as if one of them hadn’t laid out the biggest member of their crew in a single blow. “Hopefully we all can get along. Will one of you show us where to put our horses and set up our own tents?” 
 
    One of the men, a half-orc with pale green skin similar to Dora’s own hue, walked forward and inclined his head politely. “I am Surd. Your horses can stay with ours over here, and I’m sure we can find some space for your tents near mine. Welcome aboard the Greysliver Caravan.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Real-Second-In-Command,” Dora responded cheerfully. Surd nodded, a pleased smirk on his face she had figured out the trick. 
 
    “What gave it away?” 
 
    “First off, the right hand of a caravan boss never stoops to intimidating the new guys. They delegate that task to the biggest and meanest of the group. Secondly, you were watching the whole thing play out with a sharper, more calculative gleam in your eyes. Proof you’re used to looking closer at different topics and people, a good trait for anyone tasked with relaying orders and running things when the boss isn’t around,” Dora explained. The male half-orc grinned like a shark at her words, and with a parody of a gentlemen’s bow, escorted the trio towards a space for their tents. 
 
    “Wait, this was all just a show?” Enrai asked, confused as they were led around. 
 
    “A display of power. Common among caravan crews who trawl the Cracked Land. If you can’t pull your own weight, then you are dead weight. It’s a test to see if you’re either strong enough to stand up for yourself, or smart enough to keep your head down and listen to orders,” Surd revealed. “Miss Dora saw that immediately and performed brilliantly. I highly doubt anyone is going to bother you three much. Well, except maybe the elf. He didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “So, they’ll test me next? Bring it on,” Ain declared confidently, and a few stray sparks of electricity danced around his fists. 
 
    “Don’t hurt them too badly,” Surd asked, showing genuine concern for the safety of his men. Dora smiled comfortingly. 
 
    “No matter how much Ain messes them up, as long as they aren’t dead I can bring them back to full health,” she assured him. 
 
    A frown spoke of how little the male half-orc thought of that, but couldn’t argue against it, either. He decided to wave it off, and spent a few minutes explaining what the Greysliver Caravan did, and what the trio’s roles would be. 
 
    Dora would, of course, be assigned to healing anyone who got hurt, as well as tending to the animals when they became tired or injured. The Monk and Spellsword were put on what half-orc affectionate called ‘Grunt Duty.’ Doing basically any heavy or tedious manual labor the rest of the caravan crew didn’t want to do. 
 
    Their jobs given, Surd left them to set up their tents alone. He had other tasks to see to, and couldn’t keep an eye on them all day. Which left the trio alone to do their thing. And complain. 
 
    “Now, don’t get me wrong, I think it’s great we’re surrounded by a bunch of men who’d love to kick the shit out of us but now know they can’t, but do either of you think this trip is going to be a pain?” Enrai asked, an almost petulant whine in his voice. 
 
    “Stop complaining! Gods, you’re as bad as an elf sometimes,” Dora groaned, ignoring the indignant ‘Hey!’ from Ain.  
 
    “Look, I know this isn’t ideal. But this is the plan we’ve got, and the best one we’ve thought of on top of that. It’ll only be… I wanna say three weeks… yeah, about three weeks of traveling with the Greysliver group. Then we’ll be on our own again. So, suck it up!” 
 
    “I share a portion of Enrai’s concern,” Ain admitted after a moment of silence. “What’s to stop Durmod from breaking his promise? He’s a slaver, don’t forget! He might be peddling salt right now, but the three of us would be prime slaves. We should stay alert.” 
 
    “And risk angering Reed?” Dora asked with a scoff. “He might not be a Tower Lord, but he is a feared and renowned man in the Cracked Land. Not to mention there is his secret patron, whose evil puts the rulers of Annod Bol to shame! No, trying to go back on his word would be foolish. Durmod will get us to the Sprawling Jungle safely.” 
 
    She then tapped her chin thoughtfully. “And, believe it or not, there is some degree of honor out here in the Cracked Land. Caravans don’t prey on other caravans, even if they’re down on their luck.” 
 
    “‘Honor amongst thieves,’ huh? Well, if you say so, I’ll trust you on this matter,” the Grand Elf said, though his voice conveyed his skepticism.  
 
    Enrai reached over and slapped Ain companionably on the shoulder. “Ah, don’t worry! If they do try to turn against us, we can just wipe out their whole caravan! I mean, I highly doubt they’re capable of containing all three of us! I’m a Master Monk, the youngest in centuries! And you’re a Spellsword, trained by an X-ranked adventurer! And Dora! Well, um, she has magic! And can control slave collars and stuff! No way we’re getting caught by these chumps!”  
 
    “You seemed to hesitate for a moment there while trying to think up reasons why I wouldn’t get caught,” Dora said with a pout. 
 
    “Ah! I didn’t mean it that way! I just meant you’re not really strong! No, wait, I mean…!” Enrai panicked, trying to soothe the Healer’s bruised ego. It didn’t work as well as he’d hoped, however, as Dora’s expression continued to darken. 
 
    Ain stepped in quickly, placing a calming hand on the Monk’s shoulder. “Stop. Just… stop. You’re digging yourself deeper into a hole with every word you utter.” 
 
    Enrai let up, head bent in shame. Dora simply glared at him before snorting and looking away. 
 
    “Set up my tent and I might forgive you.” 
 
    The Qwanese Monk latched onto that request and began putting Dora’s tent up first. As he worked, Ain nodded towards Dora with a carefully controlled smirk. 
 
    “Good job. I was almost convinced myself you were actually angry.” 
 
    Dora turned to him with a sharp, knowing grin of her own. “Who says I’m not?” 
 
    Ain stared at her for a moment before shivering in terror. 
 
    ‘Women,’ he thought to himself, recalling the times his own sister had done similar tricks to him. 
 
    The Grand Elf was very careful not to say his comment aloud, though. He, unlike Enrai, knew when to keep his mouth shut around irate females. 
 
    So, he began to pitch his own tent, wondering what the next few days would bring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12: Traveling the wilds 
 
      
 
    True to Durmod’s words, the Greysliver Caravan only stuck around the Weeping Outpost for a single day, staying just long enough to grab the trading goods, a few supplies, and a single night on the town for the crew. 
 
    There was a general amount of grumbling in the ranks of the caravan at that. From what Dora overheard, the Greysliver Caravan often stayed a whole week in one place, haggling for better deals and letting the men carouse to their heart’s content. However, Reed’s request meant they didn’t get their usual time off. Sure, they got a small bonus pay for the trouble, but that didn’t stop the muttered complaints, glares, or general unfriendliness sent the trio’s way. 
 
    Dora didn’t care. At all. Their displeasure meant nothing to her. Same with Ain and Enrai. The aloofness the group of outsiders displayed only fueled more of the Greysliver Caravan’s animosity, but any attempts to trip the trio up or mess around with them were stopped harshly and quickly by the Monk and Spellsword. Dora had healed about half of the crew of the caravan by the time they departed the next morning.  
 
    “Some of the men looked rather ragged this morning,” Durmod commented as the wagons and horses got underway, creaking and clacking their way across the grey dirt roads as they departed from the Outpost.  
 
    “Just a little bit of rough housing. Boys will be boys, regardless of race or species,” Dora had said, laughing it off. Durmod grunted in agreement at that. He then frowned at the half-orc, and gave her a knowing look. 
 
    “Try to keep your escorts under control. You healed up the injuries they made, but I would prefer it if they did not cause any in the first place.” 
 
    Dora bristled at the way he’d described her friends as ‘escorts,’ having clearly heard and understood the meaning the orc was using. She forced herself to remain calm. A prickly orc Durmod might have been, but it was still his caravan, and she was his guest. 
 
    “I shall endeavor to do so,” the green-skinned Healer replied evenly. Durmod grunted, accepting the non-committal answer.  
 
    For a few more hours, the ride was quiet. Most of the men were still sore, mentally if not physically, about having their butts whooped by the outsiders, so conversation was sparse. Enrai was meditating in the saddle, somehow, and Ain was watching their surroundings like a hawk.  
 
    That left Dora bored and desiring stimulation. After thinking it over she edged her steed over to Surd. 
 
    “What is the border town like?” Dora asked. He raised an eyebrow at her question. 
 
    “It’s a town. On the border. Not much else to say,” he said, confused. 
 
    “No! I mean, who runs it? Who do we talk to if we want to stay somewhere? Where do you go from the town to reach the jungle?” Dora said in exasperation. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what you meant,” Surd said with a slow, understanding nod, followed by a wink. Dora stared at the other half-orc and growled, realizing he had been teasing her. 
 
    “Well, you see, the border towns along the edge of the Sprawling Jungle technically belong to the orcs. They run them and control them based on their own laws and customs. And most of them pay homage and tribute to the city-state of Graz Tur Yenod, the sole orcish nation in the Dreadlands,” Surd explained. “Of course, this is partly lip service, since the distance between the city-state and the border is quite far, and it doesn’t have all that much ability to enforce its will on distant regions quite yet.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve heard about, um, Grass Tour You Nod?” Dora stammered, trying to sound out the unfamiliar words. 
 
    “Graz Tur Yenod. Or, in our mother tongue, ‘We do not bow.’ It is quite the sight. I’ve only been there once, but it was an impressive city all the same. It has a distinctly orcish style despite being modeled after Varian architecture,” Surd said. “It overlooks the Agate Sea from the Fang Peninsula, and is a busy trading port. It houses the only temple ever dedicated to our god, Grendal, and also contains a vast number of orcs who study and learn like Orrians. A few humans even live there as well, helping the nation come together.” 
 
    “They don’t follow any of the Second Elfish Domain’s styles or teachings?” Dora inquired, surprised. The Domain was the closest nation to the Dreadlands, aside from Saluda, and should have had some manner of trade or contact with the orcs. 
 
    Surd barked out a laugh at that. “After the War of Tusks, you should be glad they even allow elves into the jungle, instead of killing them on sight. No, us orcs prefer to be friends with humans instead. Sure, they’re greedy, and think they know best, but they do have some neat ideas here and there, and are much more agreeable than an elf to spend time with.” 
 
    “I take it orcs don’t like elves?” Dora said weakly. Surd laughed again. 
 
    “You really know nothing! Hilarious!” the half-orc crowed. Dora frowned as she was mocked. 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t know much. I was born outside of the Dreadlands,” she said with a hint of steel in her tone. 
 
    “Heh, alright, lady, let me drop some knowledge on you so you don’t embarrass yourself or get killed out in the Sprawling Jungle,” Surd replied after he wiped away a tear of mirth from the corner of his eyes. His expression immediately turned serious, and Dora was taken aback by the sudden shift. 
 
    “Orcs hate elves. That is a fact of life. And the reason for that is the War of Tusks. Tell me, what do you know about it?” the male half-orc inquired. 
 
    Dora furrowed her brow as she thought. “Um, not much. I only know it was a large conflict between the indigenous tribes of the Sprawling Jungle and the Second Elfish Domain that took place about two thousand years ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right, in broad strokes at least. See, the elves weren’t satisfied with just conquering Orria. They wanted the Dreadlands too. But the Cracked Land held little of worth to warrant dispatching an army, and Saluda was too far away, even for their forces to occupy. That left the hot, sweltering jungle inhabited by primitive, green colored barbarians,” Surd sneered as he recounted the history lesson. “So, the elves came, and they immediately began to pillage, enslave, and destroy. Just like they’d done to the humans. One orc stood up and resisted, however. Bolg Boartusk, the chieftain of a minor clan, who rallied the other weakened tribes into a large guerilla fighting force.” 
 
    “It was bloody. Atrocities occurred on both sides,” Surd growled. “And the war was going poorly for the orcs. Until the humans back in Orria had had enough as well. A war of their own erupted in Varia when the elves foolishly executed Princess Liliana Ar-Varia, turning her into the Martyred Saintess. Her brother, known now as Savior-King Cyan Ar-Varia, led a rebellion which eventually drove the elves out of Orria completely.” 
 
    He smirked. “And that victory had more consequences than you can imagine. While the elves were scrambling to resist the humans, they also had to contend with the orcs in the jungles tying up their supply lines. The orcs also drove the elves out of the Dreadlands.” 
 
    Then Surd’s face took on a furious scowl.  “But those knife-eared glurk retaliated by using a spell to burn down a huge swathe of land as they retreated, which ended up spreading wildly and killing a large number of orc women and children who been hiding to avoid being dragged into the conflict. That is why the orcs hate elves. Invaders and despoilers. Everything they touch dies. No orc will willingly give shelter to one, and some of the Inner Tribes, who cling to the past and refuse to modernize, will gleefully murder any elf who steps into their territory.” 
 
    He then smiled at Dora with a wide, fake grin. “Have fun with that!” 
 
    With a snap of the reins, Surd rode his horse a bit further ahead, leaving Dora with a stunned expression on her face. 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder at Ain, who, by all accounts, was still busy with staring at their surroundings, ignorant of the conversation that had just happened. She however knew his hearing was better than most assumed, even with his longer ears, and the tiniest amount of tension on his face betrayed he had heard what the vice-leader of the caravan had been saying. 
 
    Dora sighed and rubbed a palm over her eyes, resisting the urge to use magic to deal with an oncoming headache. 
 
    ‘I’ll just have to talk to him when we make camp this evening,’ she decided, and focused on nothing in particular as the day wore on. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    When the sun began to set, the Greysliver Caravan called it a day, and settled down near a small mud puddle that was apparently a local oasis.  
 
    “We have more mud than actual water around here. The closer we get to the Sprawling Jungle, the more splashes of dirty water you’ll see,” Durmod said with his usual gruff tone. “Horses don’t mind it, though. Which is good for us as it saves the clean stuff for us.” 
 
    Dora looked leery at letting the horses drink from the mud pit. She didn’t argue though, and spent some time tending to them, checking their hooves for bits of gravel, and their bodies for signs of injuries.  
 
    Finding nothing wrong with any of the caravan’s steeds, she relented and left to pitch her tent. She set up in between Enrai and Ain’s tents, making sure she was carefully sandwiched between the two for added protection.   
 
    While waiting for dinner, Dora worked up her courage and approached Ain, who had remained silent all day. 
 
    “Judging from your expression, you want to know if everything Surd said is true,” the Grand Elf stated as he drove the last tent stake into the ground. It wasn’t a question. Ain knew what she wanted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dora said, trailing off awkwardly. She didn’t know how to ask the questions she wanted answered. 
 
    Ain sighed and waved her over. She stepped closer, hands fiddling nervously with the front of her shirt. 
 
    “Nothing he said was false,” Ain said without preamble, cutting straight to the chase. Dora winced.  
 
    “I’m not going to justify why my people did what they did, nor will I defend them,” Ain went on. “It happened, and there is very little that can be done about it. That said, you shouldn’t worry for my safety. I’m a Spellsword. And a damned good one, at that. I’ll be able to fend for myself if we run into trouble in the jungle.” 
 
    “If the animosity is truly that bad though, I can’t help but feel concerned,” Dora claimed. “No matter how many times you say ‘I’ll be fine,’ I’ll still worry. You are a friend, Ain. I’d rather not see you hurt or get into trouble at all.” 
 
    “And that makes you a good person, a better friend, and a kind soul,” the Grand Elf said with a smile. He patted her knee, the only part he could reach while squatting as he set up his tent. “Enrai and I are glad to have made your acquaintance.” 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” the Qwanese Monk said, having perked up when his name was mentioned. “You’re a pretty great gal and, hang on…” Enrai turned away from the two in order to wrestle down a corner of his tent that had snapped free. 
 
    “Urgh, worthless cheap tent, should never have trusted that merchant… looked shady as a grove of trees! Don’t know why I bother…” the Monk grumbled as he fought with his temporary shelter. “A-ha! Take that, tent! Anyways, yes, love you too, Dora, thanks for all the concern, try to stay back when Ain and I go to work on anyone stupid enough to pick a fight with us because there is a fairly large splash zone when we get serious. Wouldn’t want to get your robes too dirty because of all the blood that’d be flying around.” 
 
    “You both are very, um, confident in your strength,” Dora said, now growing worried about their arrogance towards their own skills.  
 
    “Dora, we’re both the equivalent of high B-rank, low A-rank adventurers. The number of people with that kind of power is small, and are often the backbone of a country’s military prowess. In terms of Orrian power levels, which you might be more familiar with being from Partaevia, a fully armed and armored knight is considered a low C-ranked individual in terms of power. And ranks increase in danger and power level exponentially, so an E-ranker is many times than a D-ranked person, and so on,” Enrai pointed out. “And don’t forget, we’re magic users, to boot! Our attacks have range and the ability to affect a wide area. We’re in no danger around here.” 
 
    “Maybe not here, or amongst this caravan, but who knows what the jungle hides? One of the few things I know about orc culture is that it revolves around personal strength. And then there are the monsters! Do you know, when I was scrounging for information the other day, I found out that Urdrai live inside the Sprawling Jungle?” 
 
    At the mention of Urdrai, both elf and human stiffened. “Yeah, I thought that might catch your attention,” Dora said dryly. “Those monsters are, to quote the person I talked to, ‘unfortunately common’ in there. Urdrai, which are fully capable of taking on freaking dragons, and winning. Urdrai, which will chase down any intruders to their territory without pause. Urdrai, which are S-ranked monsters! You might be strong, but you don’t stand a chance against one of them!” 
 
    “Alright, fair point,” Ain muttered, shooting a nervous glance down south towards their destination.  
 
    “Will, uh, will our path happen to go past any of their known territory?” Enrai asked nervously. The Healer shrugged. 
 
    “No idea. That’s why we’ll be hiring a local guide to take us through the jungle to the colony of Argyne. It won’t be easy or cheap, but at least we’ll be safe. To an extent.” 
 
    “You’re prepared for everything,” Ain said approvingly. 
 
    “Someone amongst us three had to be,” Dora said with a grin, her tone teasing. The trio laughed, the tension from earlier draining away. They were going to be just fine. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “You know, I didn’t think I’d ever see rain in the Cracked Land,” Enrai said. His sentence was punctuated by a deafening explosion of thunder high above. The dark, rain-swollen clouds disgorged their loads even more ferociously, and the winds howled louder. 
 
    “It’s not common, we get maybe two or three days of precipitation per year, but when it rains, it pours,” Dora said from her tent, voice muffled by the fabric and the torrential rain beyond. 
 
    Four days had passed since departing the Weeping Outpost. In that span, the Greysliver Caravan had made decent time towards the Sprawling Jungle. Not as much as Dora would have liked, but they were moving faster than she’d expected.  
 
    Unfortunately, the group had run into bad luck on the road. Thick and threatening storm clouds had loomed ahead since day two, and the air was thick with the scent of promised rain. Durmod had quickly steered the horses and wagons off the beaten path and towards a series of hills and stony outcroppings that provided a meagre amount of shelter. More than if they’d dared to weather it out in the open, though, and the caravan had just gotten everything stowed and set up before the sky exploded and sent water screaming down towards them.  
 
    Now, they waited, trapped in their tents as the storm greeted the Cracked Land in the same manner as a meeting between two old enemies; violently, and with plenty of fluids splashing about.  
 
    “Will the roads be fit to travel on tomorrow?” Ain asked after his ears stopped ringing from a loud burst of thunder.  
 
    “Probably not,” Dora said, a frown audible in her tone. “The dust will have been churned into mud by this storm. The good news is that it will only be impassable for a day. The heat of the Cracked Land will dry it out to the point we can travel the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Great. Not sure how… Oh gods!” Enrai began only to be interrupted by the sound of tearing fabric. 
 
    “…Enrai? Is everything alright?” Dora called out. A moment passed where the only sound besides the wind and rain was a tirade of swears shouted in a foreign language.  
 
    “I think his tent got blown down,” Ain mused as he listened to the Qwanese man shouting in his native tongue.  
 
    “Oh, that’s awful! What are you waiting for, Ain, go get him!” Dora called out.  
 
    “But he’ll be all wet, and my tent is nice and dry…” 
 
    “Oh for Cynthia’s sake,” the half-orc grumbled before gingerly opening her tent flap. She was immediately buffeted by a gust of wet wind and she sputtered before braving the weather. “ENRAI! Get in here!” 
 
    A string of curses rang out followed by a sopping wet figure who appeared in front of Dora’s tent. The Healer quickly let him in, and the soaking Monk gasped out a “Thank you!” as he escaped the weather. 
 
    “By the gods!” Enrai panted as he recovered. “That was like standing in front of a monsoon back in Qwan!” 
 
    “Yes, it’s quite the annoyance,” Dora agreed, passing him a towel. He waved it off. Intrigued, the Healer watched as steam began to rise off of Enrai. 
 
    “Internalizing my Fire magic. A nifty trick to dry off quickly,” the Monk explained when he noticed Dora’s curious expression. He waved his hand dismissively, and the steam was gathered up by a breeze and redirected out of the tent, keeping the interior nice and dry. “Tada!” 
 
    “Very impressive,” Dora said, giving Enrai a small round of clapping. He managed to pull off a stage bow despite sitting cross legged. 
 
    “I try,” he said smugly.  
 
    “So, what happened to your tent?” Dora asked, and Enrai’s face morphed into a grimace. 
 
    “The tent I bought back in the Domain turned out to be less than it had been advertised as,” the Monk complained. “It was enchanted, certainly, but was flimsy and didn’t hold up to the force of the winds. Damn thing tore and then the whole thing collapsed!” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Dora said with a shake of her head. She tilted her head to the side as a thought came to her. “Hey, what about your bags and equipment?” 
 
    Enrai stared at her for a moment before uttering a curse and crawling back out of the tent. For the next few minutes, she and Ain, and probably the rest of the caravan, could hear the Monk screaming in impotent rage as he chased after his luggage as it was tossed about and soaked by the storm. 
 
    “Think he’ll be okay?” Dora asked worriedly.  
 
    “Yeah, he’ll be fine,” Ain replied dismissively. “Wait, hang on…” 
 
    There was a loud, feminine yelp from the Grand Elf. For a few seconds Dora sat fidgeting with concern when he didn’t respond to her inquiries about his status. Then her tent flap opened up again and Enrai appeared, crawling inside even wetter and disgruntled than before. 
 
    “Um, is Ain…?” 
 
    “He’s fine, I just shoved all my bags and stuff into his tent. He gets the honor of drying my gear out while I hide in here with you,” the Monk explained, performing his heat trick again to steam dry his garments.  
 
    “How very mature of you,” Dora joked.  
 
    “Hey, he could have been a friend and helped me, instead, he chose to be a best friend and laugh at my misery. So, it’s only fair I get to make him do some work with taking care of my things,” Enrai retorted.  
 
    There was a long and calm pause in the tent as the duo sat on Dora’s cot, legs swinging aimlessly as they listened to the rain pound away on the canvas of her tent. 
 
    “Your tent is nice and waterproof. A gift from Reed?” Enrai asked as he looked around, examining the enchantments that kept it warm and dry. 
 
    “Yes, he was quite generous,” Dora said with a faint smile.  
 
    “I’ll say. This is quality work. Wish I’d looked a little closer at the junk the merchant outside the Cracked Land was peddling. You know, he convinced me I wouldn’t need a waterproofing spell on my tent?” 
 
    “To be fair, most people outside the Cracked Land wouldn’t assume rain to be a common enough occurrence to warrant such spells. Only after living here do people realize it,” Dora pointed. “Same situation for Saluda. It’s rare, but they get rainfall every so often. But you never hear it spoken of, because everyone assumes deserts don’t get rain.” 
 
    “Doesn’t change the fact I was ripped off,” Enrai grumbled. “Smooth-talking con man… if I ever see him again, it’ll be so I can demand a refund, and then put a boot up his…” Enrai trailed off as Dora began to snicker. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s just funny, thinking about you getting cheated by a merchant,” the half-orc said. “You strike me as someone too worldly to be tricked like that, but then I hear you talk, and remember you’re no older and wiser than I am.”  
 
    She put a finger to her lips in thought. “When you’re silent and meditating you seem so much more… mystical, I guess?” 
 
    “And then he opens his mouth and ruins the image!” Ain shouted from his tent, his voice almost inaudible thanks to the rising fury of the storm outside. 
 
    Enrai grumbled, causing the elf and half-orc to laugh.  
 
    “Dora, how long will the storm last?” Ain called out after settling down. 
 
    “Um, probably well into the night. Why?” 
 
    “In that case, Enrai has to sleep in your tent. I’m not letting him into mine!” 
 
    “What?!” the Monk demanded, while Dora flushed red at the thought of sharing such close, intimate quarters with a man, 
 
    “You dumped all your soggy crap into my tent, Enrai, so now there’s no room for you in here!” Ain shouted back. “That means the only one of us with space to shelter you for the evening is Dora!” 
 
    “B-but that’s…!” Enrai stammered. “I can’t just sleep next to her!” 
 
    “Why not? It isn’t like you two would be tempted to do anything indecent,” the Grand Elf shot back. “And it’s just for one night! Dora, just let the lump sleep on the floor! You don’t even have to offer him a pillow or blanket, he can keep himself warm and cozy with his magic!” 
 
    “…Alright,” Dora said, mumbling to herself with a red face. Then, louder, so Ain could hear, “Alright! But just for tonight! Tomorrow he’s your problem again!” 
 
    “Fair enough!” the Spellsword shouted back. 
 
    For a long time, the sound of rain and thunder dominated the area. The rest of the day was spent in awkward silence between Dora and Enrai, neither of whom was able to look the other in the eye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13: Divine meetings and betrayal 
 
      
 
    The aftermath of the storm lingered for a few days. Thick, gooey grey mud stretched out as far as the eye could see. As the sun continued to rise high into the sky day after day more and more of the wet earth dried out and hardened into a passable road once more. 
 
    For everyone in the Greysliver Caravan, despite the rain making a mess and setting them back two whole days, the mood was chipper as they once again made their way south. For one, it was nice and cool thanks to the rain dowsing the scorching soil. And second, there was no dust flying around to make people miserable. The infamous dust of the Cracked Land was still too wet, giving the travelers in the area almost an entire week of freedom from the irritating particles. 
 
    Dora’s mind was on other things over the course of the week. Without meaning to, she kept remembering the night Enrai had spent in her tent. Whenever she tried to think about how she’d rescue Holt and Scarrot and the rest, her mind would always drift to thoughts about whether or not they’d like Enrai. And when she attempted to plan and rehearse her speech to try and convince the Unchained Legion to help her, her eyes snagged onto the Monk’s visage out of the corner of her eye and she’d suddenly be fantasizing about the two of them. 
 
    ‘Damned hormones!’ Dora growled to herself, disgusted at her body’s betrayal. Sure, Enrai was cute. She’d even go so far as to call the Monk handsome! And despite his flirting, which had toned down over the time they’d spent together, he never saw or treated her as anything less than an equal. That fact genuinely pleased her, as so many saw only her skin color or her gender and didn’t bother with anything else. 
 
    But she couldn’t find it in herself to consider Enrai as more than a friend. No matter what her traitorous feminine side said. Dora wasn’t even sure what she wanted, anymore.  
 
    So it was that Dora sat on her knees in her tent a week after that fateful storm, staring at two objects she’d desperately tried to ignore: a cast-iron idol of a man wrapped in chains, and a necklace with simple silver and gold charms. A silver bolt of cloth, a silver lily flower, and a golden dove were strung together with a thin piece of string that had become badly frayed yet still somehow remained intact over many years. 
 
    The former had a long crack running from top to bottom, and the Healer was reminded of what had happened in Naliot’s realm, and how the door to his realm had shudder and broken, resulting in an identical crack along its surface as the Divine Family tried to reach her. There was a sense of defeat that clung to the idol of the Enslaver God, and it lacked any sense of divinity.  
 
    On the other hand, the charms on the necklace shone brightly, the three religious icons beautifully pristine despite not having been cleaned or polished for about three years.  
 
    It was nighttime, and the moon was hidden by clouds. Darkness was all around her, alleviated only by a single candle that flickered weakly in her tent. Dora took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  
 
    ‘What kind of person am I, to pray for guidance over a stupid matter of the heart?’ Dora thought bitterly to herself. ‘I refused to pray when the Menagerie was taken from me. I refused to pray when I went to Saluda. I even refused to pray after encountering the gods-damned Vord the Undying! But here I am, about to beg for help on this stupid, pointless topic!’ 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that you believe love to be a worthless subject.” Dora gasped as a young and musical voice filled her ears and her eyes snapped open.  
 
    White. All she could see was white. Purest white. Ivory white. Eggshell white. Every shade of white was present before her. The half-orc floated in the whiteness, confused but also filled with a strong sense of awe at the purity of her surroundings. At first, as she drifted, there was no sign of the person who had spoken to her.  
 
    Then, the white around Dora gave way to silver and gold. A figure of glowing energy pushed its way through the emptiness and formed before her. 
 
    Dora’s breath caught in her throat, and she was unable to breathe for a few seconds as a young woman of unearthly beauty appeared before her. 
 
    Her hair was like spun gold. It fell straight to her shoulders without the tiniest hint of curl or split end. Atop her head lay a platinum circlet, with a single opal in the center. A simple yet elegant silver dress covered her body, her flawless skin the color of alabaster.  
 
    But above all, her eyes were what drew Dora’s attention: swirling pools of quicksilver that were filled with a bottomless supply of love. And at that moment, all of that adoration was directed at her. The half-orc felt faint being the subject of such intense emotions.  
 
    When Dora tried to focus on another aspect of the figure, she found she couldn’t. Silver and gold static flickered across the materialized woman’s body, distorting her appearance. Only the eyes remained untouched by whatever was interfering with her. 
 
    Still, the half-orc knew who this entity was. Dora had known when she’d first appeared before her. 
 
    “Lady Nia,” she whispered, voice choked with reverence and a tinge of disbelief.  
 
    “Correct, it is I,” the goddess of love said, giving Dora a warm smile.  
 
    The Healer shook her head violently. “No! No, this is all a trick! You can’t be here!” 
 
    “Why do you think I am not who I claim to be?” Nia asked politely. 
 
    “Because why now?! Why would you, or any of the Divine Family, appear before me now?!” Dora shouted. “Where were you when I was bullied as I child, and I prayed to you nightly? Where were you when I begged to know who my father was? Where were you when my mother died?!” 
 
    Dora broke down sobbing, unable to continue as sadness bled into her anger. Nia merely watched, her eyes sympathetic.  
 
    After what felt like an hour to the half-orc her tears finally dried up and she lay in the endless whiteness drained and weak. She flinched when Nia approached and sat down next to her but did nothing when it became clear the goddess was not interested in anything other than sitting quietly. 
 
    For a long time, the pair floated through the emptiness, silent and absorbed in their own thoughts. 
 
    “Would you like me to answer some of your questions, now?” Nia asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “What answers could you possibly give me that I would want to hear?” Dora demanded petulantly. It was probably a bad idea to talk back to a god, but she was too exhausted to care. 
 
    “I could tell you when you will find love,” the young goddess offered. “I could inform you about the number of children you’ll someday have. If you liked, I could even reveal to you the reason why my family has been so distant to you throughout your life.” 
 
    When none of her offers tempted the half-orc, the youngest daughter of the Divine Family tried a different approach. “I could tell you who your father is.” 
 
    “You know who he is?” Dora asked, sitting upright at this attempt to converse with her. 
 
    “Of course, I do. He and your mother loved each other very much. So much so, that their affection was like a beacon to me,” Nia said with a faint smile. “Such a beautiful love they felt. And they still feel it, even if it has cooled somewhat due to distance and life.” 
 
    “You mean death,” Dora said bitterly. “My mother is dead. She can’t love anyone anymore.” 
 
    “That is not true,” Nia scolded. “Even after entering the afterlife, your mother Irene continues to love you and pray for your safety. She watches over you, even now.” 
 
    “Then why can’t I see her? Why won’t you let me meet her one last time?” the half-orc demanded, clenching her fists. “I almost was able to one night in my dreams, but I was taken away from her before I could!” 
 
    “It is not easy for the living to confront the dead. There are rules regarding such interactions. Someday, perhaps, you will be allowed to do so. But at the moment, you are not ready for it.” 
 
    “Like the Hells I’m not ready!” the Healer cried angrily, shooting to her feet and staring down at the beautiful young woman beside her. “I’ve survived three years in the Cracked Land after enduring fifteen years of coldness and cruelty back in Far Reach. I thwarted the plans of Lord Krave back in Annod Bol and stopped the summoning of one of the Demon Lords! I saved a city from an infestation of zombies! And you dare to claim I am ‘not ready?’” 
 
    “Can you honestly tell me, right now, that if you were allowed to see your mother, you would go to her? You say you are ready. That you are not weak. But if you were to be confronted by Irene, would you not run from her in shame?” Nia asked pointedly. Though she spoke softly, her words were as sharp as they were true, and Dora looked away, unable to dispute the goddess’ claim. 
 
    “Then what about my father?” Dora asked softly, wiping tears from her face. “Can you tell me if he at least still loves my mother?” 
 
    “More than anything,” Nia said softly. “He loves your mother, and he loves you. He would do anything for you both.” 
 
    “Then why…” Dora choked on her question. 
 
    “Why did he leave the two of you?” Nia finished for her. The half-orc nodded weakly.  
 
    “It was not his choice to do so,” the goddess of love said slowly. “But he’d had a chance to leave behind his old life for your mother that he did not take. That caused a rift between them that neither was willing to try and fix. Your mother could not reconcile his choices with what he believed in, and he couldn’t do so because of other obligations and loves.” 
 
    “He loved someone else?” Dora gasped. 
 
    “Not in the sense you’re thinking of,” Nia hastily explained. “There is more than romantic love. Love for friends, love for family, love for ideals and concepts. Many types of love, and all are as equal as any other. Your father was not able to cut off some of the people he loved to be with your mother. He loved her greatly, never think otherwise, but there were other people that relied on him, and he cared for them as well. Could he have split his love and attention? Certainly, but that would have meant your mother accepting his less than noble profession. And she just could not do that.” 
 
    “So, are you saying it was my mother’s fault?” Dora asked, heart swirling with uncertainty and confusion. 
 
    “No, not at all. She was completely justified in hoping the man she loved above all others would do the right thing. When he didn’t, regardless of reasons… she was heartbroken. And it was her love for who he once was, and could have been, that made her leave him,” the silver goddess explained. “She loved your father, even until the day she died. But she also had you to think of, and she made her decision for your sake.” 
 
    Dora looked down at her feet, unable to speak. Nia watched her with a sad look in her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think I want you to tell me who my father is,” Dora said quietly after a moment.  
 
    “And why is that?” the goddess of love asked. 
 
    “Because I already know who he is,” Dora said. “I’ve known for a while, I just didn’t want to believe it.” 
 
    Nia nodded slowly. She then frowned and stood up, placing her hands on Dora’s shoulders and looking her in the eyes. 
 
    “Find me, Dora. There is so much more I have to tell you. So much more you need to know.” 
 
    “Then tell me now,” Dora demanded, only to quail as the goddess’ glowing eyes stared into her soul. 
 
    “I cannot. I don’t have…” the divine entity was cut off as the whiteness began to fracture and crack, as sickening black ooze began leaking in and staining the purity of the surroundings. 
 
    “Follow the fox, and find Utopia!” Nia shouted at the scared half-orc as more of the region was devoured by the encroaching darkness. “Follow the fox, find Utopia, and you shall find your destiny!” 
 
    “My destiny?!” Dora cried, confused and terrified.  
 
    “You are my lily, Ildora! You are one of three! Find the others! One is purple with a heart of gold! The other is clad in armor to hide his pain! Find them!” 
 
    “Wait…!”  
 
    Dora was cut off as Nia transformed into a pillar of silver fire that burned away the ravenous Void. The divine flames burned her, and the Healer fell, silver and black fighting each other as her vision turned grey. 
 
    She awoke with a start and tumbled over onto her back breathing heavily. Panting, Dora got onto her knees, and stared at the objects that lay on the floor of her tent. 
 
    The cast iron statuette of Naliot had broken some more, the crack wider and deeper than it had been before her trance. She could see the hollow interior of the idol, where she’d hidden some alchemical materials inside a trio of containers. The three tiny ceramic pots were cracked as well and leaking a viscous black substance that radiated evil.  
 
    Dora grimaced, feeling the taint on the tar-like goo. It had corrupted the salves that had been inside, ruining them all. She quickly cast a series of Light magic spells onto the idol and the ooze, purifying them. The inky darkness evaporated into nothingness. Only once she was sure that the Darkness was gone did she stow the ruined objects back in her pack. 
 
    Her necklace with the three charms, however, was shining more beautifully than ever. The items were resplendent and glowing softly. 
 
    Swallowing heavily, Dora picked up the necklace, and after hesitating for a moment, slipped it over her head. The glow that filled the icons of Cynthia and her daughters faded, but she could feel the cool, pleasant warmth of divinity resting within her chest.  
 
    She took a deep breath to steady herself, then stood up, only to wince as she noticed the morning light creeping her tent. 
 
    “Damn it,” Dora swore as the lack of sleep suddenly hit her. She sagged, tired. The visit by Lady Nia had not allowed her any rest that night. And now it was the morning. 
 
    “Today is going to be a bitch,” she grumbled. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Enrai and Ain had both sensed a change in Dora. It had occurred a few days ago, and a few things had drawn their attention to the half-orc. Firstly, she had an air of melancholy that made everyone keep their distance from her. Then, there was the change in her mana. It was silver, now. Gone was the green coloration of her magic. The two experienced magic users both knew that one’s mana color only changed when a person’s soul changed. And there were precious few such alterations to the core of a person that weren’t life changing events. 
 
    Last, but not least, was the fact Dora had started wearing a necklace. It had the symbols of the three female members of the Divine Family hanging from it, which led Ain and Enrai to assume that her change in mood and mana had something to do with a matter of faith.  
 
    The Monk and Spellsword were happy for her, though. Despite the rather depressing mood she projected, she seemed more content and confident than she had been. And as the melancholy wore off, it was replaced by a happy, upbeat mood.  
 
    “She’s finally got her head on straight,” Ain said approvingly as he watched Dora heal one of the Greysliver Caravan workers one evening.  
 
    “Yeah. Glad to see she’s happier, too. All that stress and worry was doing her no favors,” Enrai agreed. He looked around at the rest of the members of the caravan with a contemplative look. “Seems like her new attitude has attracted a few flies, though.” 
 
    Ain tilted his head, acknowledging the fact. “The men do seem more open with her. And less hesitant to get medical help. I suppose her new chipper, upbeat mood has made her seem more friendly and approachable. Good for her.” 
 
    Enrai nodded, but his gaze was not on the majority of the crew, but on Durmod and his right-hand man, Surd. Both of them wore different expressions on their faces as they watched Dora work. Surd had a neutral look as he observed her, as if his fellow half-orc was a puzzle to be solved.  
 
    Durmod, however, had a scowl. That was not exactly an uncommon occurrence, but this particular scowl was particularly cruel. And with the way he was glaring at Dora, Enrai had a bad feeling stirring in his gut. 
 
    “I think we should be on the lookout for Durmod,” Enrai warned Ain under his breath. “He has the look of a man contemplating the best way to commit a crime.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Ain said after taking a discreet glance the orc’s way. “Think we should warn Dora?” 
 
    “I doubt she’ll believe us,” the Qwanese Monk replied. “She’s a bit too trusting in the safety provided by Reed’s influence.” 
 
    The elf snorted at that. “True. How much longer till we reach the border town?” 
 
    “Two days. We’re almost there,” Enrai said. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Then it’s most likely Durmod will try something before we reach it,” Ain concluded. “Let’s stay on our toes from now on. Don’t trust anything he does.” 
 
    Enrai nodded firmly. He wasn’t about to let Dora come to harm. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “We’ll reach the border tomorrow morning,” Durmod declared as he glanced up from a map. His men cheered and redoubled their efforts in setting up camp. 
 
    Dora sighed in relief. The days of travel through the Cracked Land were finally at an end, although a tingle of nervousness did work its way into her at the thought of entering the unknown, danger-filled Sprawling Jungle. Already she could see the great emerald behemoth before her. 
 
    Yesterday, the southern horizon had become filled with a steadily expanding line of green. As far as the eye could see, the edge of the jungle spread out, stretching endlessly to the east and west. There was more verdant life just barely within sight than the half-orc had ever seen in her entire life anywhere else! 
 
    The splotchy green line had become more detailed as the caravan drew closer. The ridiculously huge size of some of the trees boggled her mind. Imagining herself wandering beneath the canopy brought shivers of primal fear to her soul.  
 
    “We made it,” Dora said with a relieved sigh as she continued to stare at the endless strip of green. Any worries she had about the jungle were shoved aside as she realized she was halfway to Argyne, and one step closer to saving the Menagerie. 
 
    “We sure did!” Enrai said cheerfully, wandering over to join her. His smile froze and became brittle as he gazed at the jungle. 
 
    “That is a lot of trees,” the Qwanese Monk murmured. “And I can already feel the humidity from here. Gods, this is going to be unpleasant.” 
 
    “Normally I’d tell you to suck it up, but I completely agree on that point,” Ain said as he finished driving the tent stakes into the ground. “Elves were not made with sweltering heat and humidity in mind. We’re more of a temperate people, thank you very much.” 
 
    Dora snorted at their complaints. “I’ve survived three years in the Cracked Land, so I think I can put up with a week or two of traversing the Sprawling Jungle.” 
 
    “You may say that now, but you’ll sing a different tune when you step inside of it,” a smooth voice called out. The trio turned to see Surd saunter over, a tiny grin on his face. 
 
    “You’re used to dry heat, Miss Dora. In the Sprawling Jungle, you’ll be forced to deal with wet heat. Sweat will drip everywhere, blinding you at times. Your clothes will be ruined and your bodies will be sticky. Oh, the jungle is a different beast to tame all together.” 
 
    “Almost sounds like you’re worried about us,” Dora said with a teasing grin. Surd shrugged his shoulder laconically.  
 
    “Maybe I am. You’ve grown on me, Dora. A bit like a fungus, in fact,” the male half-orc said with a laugh. “Your Healing magic was most hopeful on this trip. It’ll be a shame to see you go.” 
 
    Dora hummed at that, pleased at the praise, if not the comparison to fungi. “Happy to help. And who knows? Maybe the next time we meet, Scarrot and Holt will give you a discount on my healing services.” 
 
    To her surprise, a faint grimace creased Surd’s face when she mentioned the two bosses of the Yellowmoon Menagerie. It was immediately wiped away and replaced by his usual smirk, but Dora couldn’t understand why it had appeared in the first place.  
 
    “Well, dinner will be ready shortly,” Surd said, gesturing behind himself towards the campfire. “We wanted to do something special to celebrate your departure, but Durmod declined. Something about wasting supplies?” 
 
    Dora chuckled at that, shaking her head in disbelief as Surd walked away. Durmod was stingy when it came to accommodating the three of them. He’d even made Enrai buy a new tent from the caravan’s surplus instead of letting the Monk borrow one for the rest of the trip. 
 
    Ridiculous. But, he was the boss. He’d probably throw a party for the men once Dora, Ain, and Enrai were gone. 
 
    “Ready for one last meal on the road?” Dora asked her friends. 
 
    “I could eat. Definitely looking forward to eating something more than dry rations and mediocre reheated stuff, though,” Enrai said with a far-off look as he imagined the real food the town might serve. “What sort of cuisine does the Sprawling Jungle even have, come to think of it?”  
 
    Dora opened her mouth to reply but faltered as she realized that was one of the things she hadn’t bothered to find out while hunting for information. 
 
    “Um, probably a lot of meat dishes?” she said lamely, giving her friend a helpless shrug. “I don’t know, actually. Finding that out sort of slipped my mind.” 
 
    Enrai winced but rallied quickly. “At this point I’d even eat bugs if they were fresh! I can still taste the bland dryness of those hardtack crackers from breakfast, you know? Going to need several mouthfuls of water to wash that taste out.”  
 
    Dora chuckled in agreement and walked over to the campfire. Ain was silent, as usual, but there was a hint of wariness in his body as he approached the area where the cooks were preparing a thick stew. Enrai noticed his friend’s tension and leaned over. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Just a bad feeling,” the elf replied, brushing a lank strand of blond hair out of his face. The Monk frowned, and tried to detect signs that something was amiss. At first, everything seemed ordinary. Same stew, bread, and salted pork as every night, same men doing the cooking, same crew cleaning and tending to the wagons and cages. 
 
    Enrai blinked in confusion, and discreetly shot the men working on the transports a look. Keeping the wagons clean and in good condition made sense. Lots of grime accumulated after a hard day’s ride. But this was the first time he’d seen the Greysliver Caravan workers tending to the slave cages since the rainstorm.  
 
    “Probably just getting them ready for tomorrow,” Enrai said slowly to Ain. “Dora did say they’d be purchasing slaves at the border town after selling their salt and other merchandise.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the Spellsword hummed, his tone still suspicious. Seeing how unconvinced the Grand Elf was, Enrai took another look around the area, trying to spot anything to confirm or disprove Ain’s worries. 
 
    “I guess the mood is a touch melancholic,” Enrai suggested as he looked at the humans, orcs, and half-orcs of the Greysliver Caravan going about their tasks. “Maybe they are all sad to see Dora leave? I mean, why wouldn’t they be, she’s a beautiful Healer. Caravans are pretty much sausage fests at the best of times.” 
 
    “‘Sausage fest?’” Ain repeated, his doubts temporarily put on hold as he processed what Enrai had said. “Where did you hear that term?” 
 
    “Oh, one of the guys here mentioned it. Um, I think it’s an Orrian saying? From Varia, if I’m not mistaken,” the Monk replied with a tilt of his head. 
 
    Ain shook his head to dispel the unwelcome image the crude saying brought to mind. “Look, forget that. I’m just saying I feel worried for some reason. My gut is talking to me.” 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” Enrai said with a half-hearted shake. “Maybe it’s your magic reacting to something in the jungle? Like some sort of ancestral fear or curse or whatnot?” 
 
    “That is possible,” Ain muttered. “I do recall somewhere in my history lessons that the orc Shamans were skilled at curses and the like. Perhaps they did do something in retaliation to my people’s actions that is affecting me now.” 
 
    “There you go! It’s nothing sinister, just an ancient grudge-born curse, carried down through the centuries!” Enrai said with a laugh. “You know what? Why don’t you try a bit of meditation? It always helps clear my head!” 
 
    “I think I’ll do that after dinner,” Ain agreed after thinking it over. “It could help me clear my head.” 
 
    “There you two are!” Dora called out to them as they finally reached the campfire. “What were you two discussing that made you into snails?” 
 
    “Orcs and elves and how Ain will survive in the jungle,” Enrai said with a dismissive wave. “I’d put gold down on our Spellsword here getting poisoned within a week.” 
 
    “No bet,” Dora snickered, and Ain frowned, annoyed that they had so little faith in his survival abilities. 
 
    “I won’t get poisoned at all!” 
 
    They continued to bicker and laugh at each other until one of the Greysliver cooks brought over their food. 
 
    “Here ya go! Eat it while it’s hot!” the crewman said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dora said, shooting the man a smile. He flushed somewhat and turned away, embarrassed. But Ain caught a flicker of sadness and another emotion run through the cook’s eyes before his face turned aside.  
 
    Ain hid a frown behind his bowl of stew. He’d recognized the second emotion, and, judging from the way Enrai’s smile stiffened, the Monk had caught a glimpse of it too. 
 
    Shame.  
 
    But what would the man have to be ashamed about? Besides being a filthy slaver, of course? 
 
    Letting his suspicions and his gut guide him, Ain looked down into the stew. He took a deep breath, letting the aroma invade his nostrils. To an outsider, it looked like he was enjoying the scent. In truth, he was checking it for odd smells.  
 
    Beside him, Enrai was happily spooning the meal into his mouth, seemingly without a care in the world. But a Monk was a master of using magic, and they could use it inside their bodies as easily as a mage or Healer could project it outside.  
 
    He was flooding his mouth and stomach with mana, checking for and neutralizing any harmful substances present. Enrai tapped his spoon against the rim of the bowl with a content sigh once it was empty, but unknown to all but Ain, the Monk’s rhythmic beat was a code.  
 
    Ain’s eyes narrowed before he schooled his expression back to normal, and he ate the stew as well, carefully letting his own magic dissolve the poisons his friend had noticed.  
 
    They did not alert Dora, however, however, for the Monk had revealed it was not lethal. A slow acting tranquilizer of some sort. While Dora was unconscious, they would act. The duo did not want her to see the aftermath of their escape. 
 
    “You know, I’ve said it already, but I’ll say it again: I cannot wait to have real food. Stew is decent, but I want something more meaty and tasty,” Enrai complained.  
 
    “Stop being so rude!” Dora said, slapping Enrai’s shoulder. A few chuckles broke out from among the other caravan workers nearby. 
 
    “Nah, it’s fine. Everyone here is looking forward to a meal that doesn’t have excessive amounts of salt in it,” one of them said, waving off the Healer’s worries. The men began chatting about the different meals they wanted to eat when they stopped off at the unnamed border town. 
 
    Nobody appeared to be acting out of the ordinary, but the Monk and Spellsword continued their silent vigil over their surroundings. 
 
    Nothing happened to Dora the rest of the evening. She was as wide awake and active as always. This made Ain and Enrai suspicious, and slightly curious, about what the Greysliver Caravan had slipped into their food. 
 
    Around midnight Dora began to yawn and returned to her tent for the evening. Ain and Enrai also decided to turn in. This raised no suspicions from the caravan. The elf and human always accompanied Dora where ever she went, and made sure when she slept, they were nearby. 
 
    But this time, the elf and human stayed awake, ready and waiting for anything. As they lay on their backs and feigned sleep, Enrai even managing to mimic believable snoring sounds, the caravan stirred with activity. Several men approached Dora’s tent, and through the fabric of their own tents, Ain and Enrai tensed. 
 
    “Let’s grab the Healer first,” one of the men said. A round of grunted agreements came forth, and Ain’s ears counted three other voices. So, four in total. Easy prey. 
 
    “Good idea. She’ll be a nice hostage for the other two if they try anything funny,” another crewman uttered. 
 
    At that, Ain no longer waited, and snatched up his saber. He shot forward, tearing through the side of his tent and appearing in a flash in front of the traitorous caravaneers.  
 
    “What in the…?!” one of them shouted, only to be cut off by a flick of Ain’s blade, severing his left arm. The disarmed man fell to his knees, screaming in pain as he clutched his stump. Another man tried to raise a cudgel to attack the elf, but he too was stopped from acting when Enrai tore through his own tent and appeared with red flames crackling around his fists. 
 
    The Monk delivered a body blow to the club-wielding man, sending him flying with his shirt alight. The remaining two slavers were stunned, and quickly dispatched. One was blasted with a strong, electrical shock courtesy of Ain, and the last had his right arm shattered and sent flying by a roundhouse kick delivered by Enrai. 
 
    Their opponents taken out, they quickly took defensive positions in front of Dora’s tent. Strangely, she didn’t seem to have been disturbed by the noise and remained asleep. That worried the pair, as they knew the Healer was a light sleeper. Such a trait was necessary in the Dreadlands, where nocturnal predators and unscrupulous people were common. 
 
    By now, the rest of the Greysliver Caravan had noticed what was going and formed up in opposition to Ain and Enrai, clutching weapons and growling at the two foreigners. Durmod and Surd pushed their ways to the front of their minions, also armed. 
 
    The orc had grabbed a Saludan scimitar sword, its curved blade glinting menacingly in the firelight, while his half-orc lieutenant wielded a glaive. 
 
    “How are you both still awake?!” Durmod demanded furiously, glaring at the two. 
 
    “A simple trick all Monks are taught is to use our mana to burn away weak toxins and drugs. I passed it on to Ain a while back, since it’s quite useful and we hadn’t met Dora yet so we lacked healing skills,” Enrai declared proudly, fists still wrapped in crimson flames. 
 
    “Not to mention, we were suspicious of you early on,” Ain added. His smirked, glad his intuition had proven correct. He then scowled. “What did you feed us?” 
 
    “Endless Dream, a subtle, magical drug that keeps a person asleep indefinitely. No outside stimulation can wake her now, unless she’s fed the antidote,” Surd said smugly, shifting his polearm to a lax posture. “So, if you want her to ever escape her dreams, then play along.” 
 
    “How about we crush you instead, and take the antidote from your cold, dead bodies?” Enrai shot back, giving his counter offer along with a middle finger towards the male half-orc.  
 
    Surd frowned, but it was Durmod who spoke, “You cannot possibly think you can beat all of us, can you?” he scoffed. “You’re strong, I’ll give you that, but there are thirty of us, and only two of you.” 
 
    Ain and Enrai shared a smirk, then looked back to the members of the Greysliver Caravan.  
 
    “We’ll take you up on those odds,” Ain said, leveling his saber at the orc boss, the edge writhing with lightning. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s almost an unfair advantage,” Enrai added as flaming wings unfolded from his back. “For us, that is.” 
 
    The pair lunged, magic blazing and crackling. The crew of slavers, used to fighting people of similar strength or weaker, were unprepared and slaughtered. 
 
    Durmod managed to block three of Ain’s blows before his own blade shattered. A bolt of lightning impaled the orc through the chest and the slaver was dead before his body hit the ground. 
 
    Surd fared slightly better, dodging Enrai’s fists rather than taking him head on, but the heat and flames washed over him and the sweat was making his palms slippery, and his grasp on his polearm was weakening.  
 
    The half-orc might have been quick enough to flee from the Monk’s power, but many of the other slavers were not. Their clothes ignited, their flesh burned, and Enrai’s reckless fighting style sent shockwaves of magic everywhere, knocking them down and away. 
 
    “Damn you!” Surd shouted, slashing at Enrai’s neck, but the Monk caught the blade with his bare hands and melted the metal into slag. As the half-orc gaped at him, Enrai lashed out with his legs, tripping Surd and causing him to fall onto his back. 
 
    Enrai swiftly pinned the slaver to the ground, pressing his right foot onto his chest while keeping a fist cocked and ready to smash into Surd’s face if the half-orc tried anything. 
 
    “Why did you do this? Were you hired? Have a grudge against Dora and the Yellowmoon Menagerie? What was it?” the Monk demanded, his gaze sinister. In the background, the roar and crack of thunder and lightning, accompanied by screams, told the two fighters what was happening to the rest of the Greysliver Caravan at the end of Ain’s blade. 
 
    “…It was Sherfield,” Surd finally spat out. “He was the one who hired us to capture the three of you.” 
 
    “Sherfield? That knight-guy from the Weeping Outpost?” Enrai asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yeah. He just wanted the girl for himself. You two were just a bonus,” the half-orc said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “And you’d break whatever agreement you had with Reed for this?” Enrai questioned. 
 
    “Our deal with the Blackjack of Creidor was to get you three to the border of the Cracked Land. Nothing else. What happened after that was all up to fate. So, Durmod was going to drug you all tonight and cart you back to Sherfield once we were done with the rest of our business,” Surd explained. “With the Endless Dream he gave us, we could keep you three asleep and docile until it was too late.” 
 
    “I see,” Enrai said, his fury cooling down somewhat. The flames around his raised fist however only grew hotter.  
 
    “Wait! You need me! Without the antidote…!” Surd shouted, panicked. 
 
    “I’m afraid that is not the case,” the Monk said calmly. “All Ain and I need to do is find where you hid the antidote and take it back. But the odds are you don’t actually have the cure. Sherfield is the one who actually has it, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Surd flinched, proving Enrai’s words to be true. The Qwanese warrior smirked. “Besides, we don’t need any antidotes. Between Ain and I, we can burn the drugs out of her body. But it might not come to that. Dora’s full of surprises. In the end, though, she’ll be fine.” 
 
    The flames around his fist became white hot. “Farewell, Surd. You won’t be missed.” Enrai punched, sending a jet of searing flames straight at the half-orc’s head. In less than five seconds, only a scorched crater was left; everything above the neck was gone and reduced to ash. 
 
    “So, it was Sherfield who planned this,” Ain mused, walking over to Enrai as he removed his foot from the corpse’s chest. 
 
    “I get the feeling there was more to it than that,” Enrai claimed, glancing back at where Durmod’s body lay. “I don’t think Durmod and Scarrot got along. Rivals, perhaps? Whenever any of us mentioned him, or the Yellowmoon Menagerie, he got this cruel look in his eyes.” 
 
    “Well, he’s dead now,” Ain said with a shrug. “As are the rest of his minions.” He looked around at the horses. That they’d been tied up securely for the night was the only reason the steeds hadn’t bolted when the fighting started. As it was, they were all panicked and prancing about nervously. 
 
    “Should we free them?” he wondered. 
 
    “It seems cruel to just leave them tied up without their owners. They’ll die out here without food or water. Might as well let the horses go free,” Enrai said.  
 
    He proceeded to look around at the ruins of the camp. The duo had not bothered to restrain themselves much as they’d fought. Tents were ablaze, as were a few wagons. Gouges split the earth, and scorch marks littered the ground alongside body parts. 
 
    “We should also salvage what we can from these guys. Money and spare supplies are always welcome.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Ain agreed. He then looked back at Dora’s tent with worry, the only part of the camp not ruined by their battle. “Do you really think she’ll be alright?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Surely you’ve felt it too? She’s changed. Not just in her mana, either. And there is a trace of Divine magic about her. I believe she’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ain nodded at Enrai’s observation. “You’re right. Let’s clean this place out.” 
 
    The two worked through the night, clearing away the mess while looting it. There was nothing else to do. And nothing else to say. And Dora slept through it all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14: An old and yellow moon 
 
      
 
    An irritating buzzing sound filled Dora’s skull, and she twitched slightly. Were there dust flies attacking her tent again? She was fairly certain she hadn’t left any food out that would attract those annoying insects this time. 
 
    The buzzing stopped grinding against her ears, and slowly started to resolve into garbled words. 
 
    “… try… down… again?” 
 
    “No… safe… understand?” 
 
    “… plan seems… alone like that?” 
 
    “Well… any better ideas… let me know!” 
 
    “Argh! Stop fighting, you two!” Dora groaned as the distorted noise slowly became recognizable to her as Ain and Enrai arguing. But what were they arguing about? And why were they doing so in her tent? She tried to open her eyes, but all she could see were blurry colors. 
 
    “…awake! Quick, get some water!” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, something to drink would be lovely, my mouth feels full of grit,” Dora said softly, her throat scratchy and weak.  
 
    “Dora, how are you feeling?” Enrai asked as he handed her a cup of water. She assumed it was a cup of water. Her eyes were still playing tricks, and the Qwanese Monk looked like a smudged painting of a man holding an equally indistinct cylinder out towards her. 
 
    The Healer still managed to sit up reach out to snag the cup from him, though, but her hands shook, spilling the liquid all over her.  
 
    “Damn it,” Dora tsked to herself. “What’s going on? Why do I feel so weak?” 
 
    The two blurred forms of Ain and Enrai shared a look with each other. After a bout of non-verbal communication, the Grand Elf spoke. 
 
    “Listen, this might not be what you want to hear, and you probably won’t believe us, but last night, Durmod and the Greysliver Caravan betrayed us and tried to capture us as slaves.” 
 
    “What?” Dora demanded in disbelief.  
 
    “It’s true! They laced our food with a drug called Endless Dream to keep us asleep while they transported us back to the Weeping Outpost. Apparently, Sherfield paid them to do this because he wanted you as a personal slave,” Enrai said, backing up Ain’s words. 
 
    “No, that can’t be…” Dora muttered, more to herself than to her companions. “What happened?” 
 
    “Ain felt that something was off. His elfish senses were tingling and telling him the caravan crew was acting suspiciously. So, we did what we had to do. After you fell asleep, we took care of them,” Enrai explained.  
 
    “…Where are we now?” Dora asked, still staring at her lap. 
 
    “In the border town. We carried you there first thing in the morning. We’re currently staying in the sole inn of the place. It’s evening right now, you’ve only just woken up after your necklace purged the drug from your system,” Ain stated. “It was quite the sight! It was glowing white and yellow until an hour ago.” 
 
    Dora’s eyes drifted to the silver and gold charms that hung around her neck. The divine energy that had been within the symbols of the goddesses had faded somewhat, but was still there, providing a comforting presence that she latched onto. 
 
    “What’s the plan for now?” she inquired, still not looking at either of them, her fingers caressing the charms. 
 
    “At the moment, nothing. You need to rest and recover from being drugged. Another day in bed should see you right as rain,” Enrai said. “Once you’re all better, then we can discuss where to go from here.” 
 
    “Did you kill them?” she asked after a moment of silence. Dora looked up at her two friends, their features slowly coming into focus. Neither of them answered, but their silence, as well as the pained expressions on their faces, told the half-orc everything.  
 
    The Healer looked back down into her lap and fought back her tears. “Was there no other choice?” 
 
    “There might have been,” Enrai admitted after a short pause. “But we chose the option that kept you safe as well as ensured they wouldn’t come after us again.” 
 
    “I see,” Dora mumbled. She lay back down on her bed, turned onto her side facing away from the duo, and closed her eyes. “I’m tired… just let me rest for a bit…”  
 
    Ain and Enrai said nothing, but Dora heard their footsteps, followed by a door open and close. The half-orc maiden did not cry. Despite her earlier moment when the tears had threatened her eyes, she couldn’t muster up enough sadness to actually weep for the men of the Greysliver Caravan. And she felt like a monster because of it. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “How do you feel this morning, Dora?” Enrai asked the next day as he entered her room, a bowl of soup in one hand and a concerned expression on his face. 
 
    “Weak, but other than that, well enough,” Dora replied. She sat upright in the bed, wearing a distant look as she stared out the window. The room Enrai and Ain had rented for her was small but had a window that faced directly south. From the bed, she could peer out at the tangled webs of vines and thick green leaves of the jungle swaying in the breeze. So close, yet so far. 
 
    Enrai offered her the bowl, and Dora took it eagerly, devouring the meal.  
 
    “There’s more of it if you want,” the Monk said, seeing as she was almost finished with the first serving. She nodded and passed the now empty bowl back to him. 
 
    “Have there been any new developments?” Dora asked before he left the room.  
 
    Enrai shook his head. “Everything is quiet. There was some commotion when another caravan stumbled across the remains of the Greysliver Caravan, but no suspicion has fallen on us. After all, how could three people, one of whom was unconscious until now, possibly wipe out thirty or so men?” 
 
    “Can you bring Ain with you when you return? I think we should discuss our plans for venturing into the Sprawling Jungle,” Dora suggested after pushing away her dark thoughts involving the now-dead backstabbers. Enrai nodded. 
 
    “I’ll just be a minute,” he claimed, before slipping out. When he returned with Ain in tow, Dora folded her arms and pouted at the Monk. 
 
    “You took three minutes to fetch my soup and my friend. How very slow of you, Enrai,” Dora said, before she broke into a grin. Enrai laughed, and Ain smirked.  
 
    As she ate her second bowl of soul – slower, this time – she listened to the information the pair had gathered during her unconsciousness.  
 
    “Right now, the weather is still tolerable. It’s late summer, so the humidity, while bad, is not too high, since the season is almost over. We might also have to endure monsoons if we stay here too long. Spring and Fall are the rainy seasons here in the jungle,” Enrai said, recounting the information he’d obtained. 
 
    “Local wildlife shouldn’t be a problem either, as long as we get a guide,” Ain added. “There are some poisonous plants and animals around here, but the latter won’t bother us as long as we don’t bother them. It’s the non-toxic monsters we’ll have to be on guard for.” 
 
    “Can you give us an idea of what sort of animals we’ll encounter?” Dora inquired, and the Grand Elf nodded. 
 
    “Let’s see, I was told there are small colonies of Dryads and Trents. Those live far from civilization, though, so it’s unlikely we’ll stumble across any unless we do lots of harm to the jungle’s flora as we pass through. A few packs of Crimson Apes dwell in the area near Argyne, as well as herds of Terrhino in the flatter regions. Alarune and Mandrakes, of course, and a few copses of Nomad Trees here and there,” Ain said, taking a quick breath after reciting the short list of creatures. “Of course, those are just the most common ones. We could run into all sorts of monsters out in the Sprawling Jungle.” 
 
    “You mentioned something about a guide,” Dora said, tapping her chin with the spoon.  
 
    “Yes, there are a few orcs who act as guides for the various travelers, though finding one who’s fine with Ain tagging along may be difficult,” Enrai said with a frown. “There was one person who seemed interested, but that was because we mentioned you were with us.” 
 
    “Me?” Dora asked, confused.  
 
    “Yes, Ain and I were talking with each a couple of well-known guides, when one of them perked up at the mention of your name. After asking if the Dora we knew was the same one who worked for the Yellowmoon Menagerie, he then told us to look for another orc by the name of Tarn Yellowmoon. Supposedly, he’s the best guide around, even if he is getting on in years,” Enrai replied. 
 
    “Yellowmoon? Could he be related to Scarrot?” Dora wondered aloud. Her two friends nodded. 
 
    “Possibly. We asked around after that, and apparently the last name of Yellowmoon belongs to a fairly well-regarded orc tribe that does a lot of deals with the various merchants and travelers who frequent the border. Not sure if this Tarn fellow is related to your boss or not, but apparently your name is known in conjunction with his, so it might be something to look into tomorrow,” Enrai said. 
 
    Dora pursed her lips and sunk into thought. Scarrot had never mentioned having family. Nor had any of the Menagerie’s workers said anything about them, either. And if he was from a clan, why had Scarrot been a slave as a child? Too many questions swirled about in her head, and she sighed, annoyed that she had this pop up. Wasn’t her life complicated enough? 
 
    “I’ll be fine enough to walk around on my own tomorrow,” Dora declared. She raised a hand to forestall any comments from Ain or Enrai. “I know my body, and I’m a Healer.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” Ain said with a nod. “We’re going to go visit Tarn Yellowmoon, in that case?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the idea,” Dora agreed. “I want to meet with him. And, hopefully, hire him as a guide, if he really is as good as they claim.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan!” Enrai said with a grin and a loud clap of his hands. “Now, how about we leave you to recover some more? There were a few more stores and places Ain and I wanted to look at for information before we delve into the jungle.” 
 
    Dora sighed, annoyed at her momentary frailty, but waved off her two companions. As they left, Dora sunk back into her thoughts. Could this older orc be a lead on Scarrot’s life? Plus, there was a faint hope that this person could tell her more about her own orcish heritage.  
 
    When she had spoken with Surd – a flash of pain at the memory of the half-orc who’d betrayed her ran through Dora’s heart – she had realized she knew nothing about orc culture save for the secondhand knowledge she’d scrounged up from various sources like Holt and Rindel. One had been Scarrots closest friend since young, the other a gnomish scholar. Even Uldo and Reesh knew more than her! And they’d never left the Cracked Land before! 
 
    “What a ridiculous situation,” Dora muttered. She proceeded to look around the rented room. “What the Hells am I going to do in here while I rest? Oh gods, I’m bored!” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The next day finally arrived, much to Dora’s immense relief. Being cooped up in the inn had not been fun. However, after stepping out into the muggy air of the unnamed border settlement, the half-orc began to regret leaving the comfort of her room.  
 
    Ain and Enrai had understated the humidity, and this was apparently, in the words of the locals, ‘mild.’ Mild! She was dripping with sweat after only a few minutes! She could only shiver when she envisioned the state she’d be in after entering the jungle proper. 
 
    “This is the place,” Enrai claimed, gesturing towards what could only be described as a hut. It lay on the outskirts of the town, and was inhabited by only one individual: Tarn Yellowmoon, allegedly the finest guide for the Sprawling Jungle.  
 
    Dora took a deep breath and knocked on the flimsy wooden board masquerading as a door. A few seconds later it creaked open, revealing a worn, battered, and very dark green skinned orc. 
 
    The half-orc blinked in surprise. She’d never seen an orc with such dark colored skin! It was practically black! His hair at least showed his age. It was grey with streaks of snow white, and crudely cropped short. The elder orc’s eyes were sharp, though, and the amber orbs regarded Dora first with suspicion, then with surprise, and finally cautious hope.  
 
    “You three are the ones who want to hire me for a trip down to Argyne?” he inquired, and Ain nodded.  
 
    “We are. You are Tarn Yellowmoon, correct?” 
 
    “That is so. Come inside. We’ll discuss matters in a more comfortable setting than my doorstep,” Tarn said, inviting them in. 
 
    The interior of the hut was just as ramshackle and unimpressive as the exterior, but gave off a cozy, well-loved feel. With just a cursory glance, Dora could tell Tarn had lived here for a long time, and made it his home. 
 
    “So, I understand you wish to forge a path through the Sprawling Jungle to reach the colony of Argyne,” Tarn began, bringing over a wooden tray with four mugs of tea.  
 
    “That is correct,” Dora confirmed, gingerly taking a seat on a rickety stool. When it didn’t collapse under her weight, she sighed in relief and accepted one of the steaming cups of tea. She took a tentative sip, blinking in surprise at the taste. 
 
    “Mint tea?” she asked softly.  
 
    “Ildora urm, as it is called in the orcish tongue,” Tarn said, nodding his head. “The mint plant was brought to the Sprawling Jungle by the elves during the attempted occupation. It is one of the few good things that came about as a result, in my opinion.” 
 
    “Scarrot used to call me ‘Ildora,’” Dora murmured, voice quiet as she recalled somewhat happier times. “I didn’t know what it meant until a year ago.” 
 
    “I see,” Tarn said solemnly, passing two of the cups to Enrai and Ain. He showed no bitterness or antagonism towards the elf in their group, treating him as just another guest. He then took the fourth and last mug of tea and sat down in a simple wooden rocking chair.  
 
    “I had heard about his disappearance. Most people in the Cracked Land have, by now. He was a well-known, if not well-liked, figure. Many orcs in particular have divided opinions on him,” the elderly orc noted. 
 
    “You and he have the same last name. Are you perhaps related?” Dora inquired, trying to hide her eagerness for an answer behind a sip of the admittedly tasty tea. 
 
    “We are part of the same tribe, the Yellowmoon,” Tarn stated. “Though that is why he lives in the Cracked Land, rather than down here.” 
 
    “Why was he a slave? Did you sell him as a child, or was he kidnapped?” Dora demanded, before flinching when Tarn shot her a scathing look. 
 
    “The Yellowmoon used to be a large and powerful tribe. We were the official border guard tribe, serving the High Chieftain of Graz Tur Yenod as the first line of defense along the borders between the jungle and the rest of the world,” the old guide revealed. “But our glory days are in the past. We lost a tribal challenge to our rivals, the Greysliver tribe, and for a few years they took control of our duties and our territory.” 
 
    Dora gasped while Enrai and Ain grimaced at the mention of Durmod’s last name.  
 
    “One of the terms of our defeat was that the son of the Yellowmoon’s chief be sold as a slave to Annod Bol. We were in no condition to protest, and so Scarrot was sent away all those years ago. We feared we would never see him again,” Tarn said with a weary, sorrow filled sigh. He then smirked at his guests. “But then he returned.”  
 
    Tarn’s expression turned fierce, and bloodlust burned in his eyes. “He’d made a name for himself as a slaver, serving the most ruthless of the Tower Lords, Kaderick Krave, the recently deceased Domerick Krave’s father. Under him, Scarrot grew powerful, and he used his wealth and prestige to aid the waning Yellowmoon, and overthrow the Greysliver tribe. Then, about fifteen years ago, he descended into the Sprawling Jungle, and in the halls of Great God Grendal in Graz Tur Yenod, challenged the Greysliver tribe to an honor duel. He won. And with that, the Greysliver tribe was shattered and broken. He spared no one. Women and children, sold to the other tribes as servants. Every adult male became a slave. Some escaped, of course, others eventually freed themselves, but the damage was done. The Greysliver tribe was broken and dead. The Yellowmoon had its revenge.” 
 
    Dora gulped silently as she watched the old orc’s eyes gleam with vindictive joy. A memory, half buried in her mind, surfaced. Fifteen years ago… she remembered that had been when her mother had had a fight with the man who she barely remembered as her father…  
 
    ‘Was that it, mom? Was what he did the reason you turned your back on him?’ she wondered sadly.  
 
    The Monk and Spellsword were also looking at Tarn worriedly, taken aback by his vicious glee as he told them of another tribe’s fall from grace. 
 
    “So, why didn’t Scarrot come back and become chief of the Yellowmoon after all that?” Enrai asked after a quick sip of the tea.  
 
    “He had no desire to rule. And another chief had already been selected, so he’d have had to fight for the right to lead. He seemed content to live in the Cracked Land as a free orc,” Tarn said with a shrug. “Personally, I think it’s because he found love, or something like that.” 
 
    “But anyways, I hope that satisfied your curiosity, Lady Dora,” Tarn said, glancing at the half-orc in the room. 
 
    “It did, thank you,” Dora said with a stiff nod of thanks. She then shook her head to dispel any lingering thoughts about Scarrot Yellowmoon and focused on Tarn. “What would it cost to hire you to guide myself and my two friends through the jungle? And what sort of time frame are we looking at?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Tarn put his cup down and rose from his rocking chair and grabbed a sheet of parchment out of one of the nearby drawers in the dresser. He laid it down on the floor in front of Dora. The Healer realized it was a map! 
 
    “This here is a very simple and crude map of the Sprawling Jungle,” he revealed, showing her the inked surface of the parchment. Enrai and Ain leaned in to get a closer look as well. 
 
    “As you can see, it only shows the bare basics, and not much of the terrain. In a perfect world, we could go from here,” he pointed at a tiny dot of ink, “to here, in a month.” 
 
    The second splotch he pointed at was bigger than the first, and had words written under it: “Argyne,” followed by “Colony of Varia.” 
 
    “However, there are a lot of twists and turns that would turn one month into three easily if we’re not careful,” Tarn explained. “The best way to get to Argyne is to reach the Kolwine River, travel it down till about here, then leg it the rest of the way to the colony.” 
 
    “Why not follow the river all the way to Argyne? It looks like it empties into the Agate Sea nearby,” Dora inquired, unsure of why the older orc wanted to get off halfway and walk the rest of the distance. She could see the Kolwine split into two tributaries near where he proposed to get off, one of which connected to the south-west coast of the Dreadlands, right next to Argyne. 
 
    “Because that stretch of the Kolwine passes through some unpleasant territory. Besides being where a rather ornery Urdrai dwells, some of the more savage orc tribes live around there, and it’s safer to just avoid them. And, of course, you don’t want to be on any river when the autumn rainy season starts. It’s a few weeks off, but the weather has been acting odd lately and I would not want it to suddenly pour on us when we least expect it. Better all around to get off when you can and walk in relative safety.” 
 
    “I see,” Dora mused. She could see his point and decided it would be best to listen to the expert. She nodded, mind made up. “How much would this cost us?” 
 
    “My services to get you down to Argyne would be ten gold each,” Tarn declared. Dora bit her lip while Enrai sputtered indignantly.  
 
    “Thirty gold for a one-way trip?! You’re crazy!” the Monk protested.  
 
    “Ten gold a piece will get you there safely,” Tarn argued. “Plus, some of the gold goes to buying space on the boat we’ll need to rent if we want to sail down the Kolwine, and it will be useful as a bribe for any corrupt border guards we come across. Not to mention it’ll pay for room and board in any tribe we happen to spend the night with.” 
 
    “Well, why can’t we keep the money and pay for ourselves?” Ain asked, brow creased in annoyed confusion. Tarn just laughed. 
 
    “You think they’d trust money that came from your pouches, mister elf? Not a chance! By giving me the money, I become your intermediary. The orcs in the jungle? They’ll trust another orc. They’ll trust that the money coming from my hands is legitimate. Not to mention I’m fairly well known in some parts. They won’t try and overcharge me. Or steal from myself or my employers. There’s a system in the jungle, children, that plays by different rules, and without knowing what they are, you’ll find yourself in heaps of trouble.”  
 
    “I don’t think we have thirty gold,” Dora said grimly. Reed had been generous, certainly, but not that generous. Thirty gold could buy a decent, hardworking slave in the Dreadlands, or a fine, well-bred horse! Hells, ten gold was more than most caravan workers made in a year! 
 
    “What about other items?” Dora suddenly asked, perking up as she remembered the bag of pearls the merfolk had given her.  
 
    “What do you have?” Tarn asked, arms folded.  
 
    “Pearls,” she declared. “White, pink, and even black.” 
 
    Tarn blinked, surprised, and licked his lips thoughtfully. “Yes. Yes, that might work as a substitute. How about… one white pearl is equal to one silver coin, and one pink pearl is worth one gold coin?” 
 
    “HA! Ah, that was a funny joke,” Dora laughed. “No, it’s one white pearl in exchange for five silver coins, and five gold coins in exchange for one of my pink pearls.” 
 
    “Not even if you were my granddaughter! Three silver for one white pearl, and two gold for a pink one,” Tarn shot back.  
 
    “Three silver for a white pearl, three gold for a pink pearl, and I’ll throw in a black pearl for ten gold,” Dora offered. 
 
    “Deal!” Tarn said with a grin, shaking her hand. He sat back down in his rocking chair, and pleased grin on his face. “Good to see you know the art of haggling, my dear. That is a proper skill for an orc woman to have.” 
 
    “You don’t live in the Cracked Land without becoming frugal, thrifty, and knowing how to talk down merchants,” the half-orc Healer said smugly. She didn’t know the exact prices of pearls, but she felt she’d gotten a good deal out of the older orc. Not to mention it had been fun bartering with him. She hadn’t done so in a while and it felt good. It did seem odd that he called haggling a vital skill for orcish women. Perhaps barter and arguing over prices was bigger in the Sprawling Jungle that she’d thought. 
 
    “We’ll leave tomorrow at dawn,” Tarn declared. “Be ready for heat, humidity, and mud.” 
 
    “We will be,” Dora declared firmly. Tarn smirked, as if he knew his new employers wouldn’t be ready, and he looked forward to watching them fail. 
 
    Dora huffed, and refused to prove him right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15: Into the green 
 
      
 
    Dora grimaced as she pushed a damp, errant lock of blonde hair out of her face. Traveling through the Sprawling Jungle was a chore and a half. Her whole body felt wet from the humidity, and the heat! Oh, gods, the heat! That just made everything worse!  
 
    The cooling charms and enchantments woven into her clothes only did so much to repel the oppressive climate of the Sprawling Jungle. They worked wonders in the Cracked Land, but the wet, soggy and humid heat of her current location negated a lot of her cooling magic.  
 
    ‘It could be worse,’ she mused. ‘I could have not brought any clothing with cooling effects with me.’ That was little comfort, sadly, as she felt sweat trickle down her back and slither into her pants. She shivered in disgust. 
 
    “Why is everything so damp?!” Enrai cried, viciously punching a tree out of his way. 
 
    “We did endure a rainstorm on the way here. Maybe it passed through this area as well?” Ain suggested, the tips of his ears hanging limply in the wet heat they trawled through. 
 
    “Nah, that’s not it at all,” Tarn, their smug guide who watched their suffering with clear amusement, claimed. “We don’t get rainstorms in the jungle till the monsoons in spring and fall arrive. Sprinkles and sun showers, but nothing big. This is all natural.” 
 
    “I can see now why Scarrot chose not to return to this place. After living in the dryness of the Cracked Land, he wouldn’t want to come back to this wet, hot mess,” Dora retorted. Tarn only laughed, before pointing out a thick, green vine that was coiled up on a tree nearby. 
 
    “Do you see that? That’s a Vine Snake! They disguise themselves as a length of vine using natural camouflage, and occasionally a bit of Illusion magic if they’re old and smart enough. Don’t stand under that tree, or the Vine Snake will descend and strangle you to death before eating you,” he warned, his humorous tone switching instantly to one that was dead serious. 
 
    Dora, Enrai, and Ain all nodded and stared close at the danger he had pointed out. Despite his jovial demeanor, Tarn had proven he knew his stuff when it came to navigating the depths of the jungle. Not to mention, he often gave out helpful pointers, tips, and warnings whenever they passed by something dangerous. 
 
    A patch of seemingly innocent ground had been revealed to be quicksand, and a collection of scratches and trampled branches and roots along the path had been revealed to be the telltale signs of a group of elephants passing by.  
 
    It had only been a few hours since the group had entered the lush yet sweltering jungle, but Tarn had shown his worth several times. Dora wasn’t regretting the gold and pearls they’d paid for his services. 
 
    Enrai, on the other hand, wasn’t so impressed. “That’s, what, the fourth dangerous thing pretending not to be? This is ridiculous!”  
 
    The Monk stomped over to the tree Tarn had indicated and, with a hand covered in flames, lashed out and grabbed the ‘vine.’ It screeched and began to twist and writhe, uncoiling from the branch it’d lain on to reveal a fourteen-foot-long emerald snake with a mouth large enough to swallow Enrai’s entire head.  
 
    Of course, the serpent didn’t get a chance to do so, as the superheated palm of the Monk cleaved right through its scales, cutting it in half. The two separate pieces of the Vine Snake collapsed to the jungle floor, both ends writhing and squirming in pain as it died. 
 
    Tarn had a furious look on his face as Enrai walked back to the group. “What the Hells did you do?!” 
 
    “I removed the threat,” he shot back simply.  
 
    “It wasn’t a threat to any of us because I told you it was there! You cannot go around killing things in here if they aren’t attacking!” 
 
    “Enrai, he’s right,” Dora stated firmly, looking at the Monk in disappointment. “You shouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t causing any harm.” 
 
    He clicked his tongue in annoyance and looked towards Ain to back him up, but the Grand Elf shook his head. “No, I agree with Tarn and Dora. You should’ve known better than to let your anger do the talking for you. Calm yourself before you set this jungle on fire, or draw the attention of something that can fight back.” 
 
    Enrai gave all of them an angry look with his arms folded, but when none relented, his grumbled and turned away, simmering in annoyance. 
 
    “The heat is getting to him,” Tarn said under his breath to Dora.  
 
    “Then we need to cool him down,” the Healer replied. “Do you think we should force him to drink some water?” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant,” the grey-haired, dark green orc replied. “The Sprawling Jungle is swimming in magic. You know how the Cracked Land used to be a lush prairie before the Great Calamity?” 
 
    “Yes, it was the home of the now extinct Centaur people,” Dora replied, confused as to what he was getting at. 
 
    “Well, the Cracked Land wasn’t the only place to be affected. The Sprawling Jungle too was changed slightly. It’s not quite alive, but the jungle doesn’t like it when people do too much harm to it. Poachers and loggers who don’t respect the wildlife are attacked by the flora and fauna. Animals will change their migratory patterns to trample intruders. Monsters that should be hibernating wake up for killing sprees for no apparent reason. Not to mention, there’s something in the Ambient Mana that drives people with Fire element magic a bit crazy. We call it ‘Jungle Fever,’” Tarn cautioned. “Do something for your semi-bald friend, and soon, or we’ll all die.” 
 
      Dora winced at the tone Tarn delivered his warning in but could only nod in agreement. Something had to be done. Ever since stepping into the trees Enrai had become antsy and unable to focus. His mana was fluctuating rapidly as well, as if it was trying to break out of his body.  
 
    If this was the jungle’s doing, it might be hard for her to come up with any kind of solution. Any magic that spawned a third of the Dreadlands was not to be trifled with, and Dora, as good of a Healer as she knew she was, didn’t want to make a bigger mess by playing with powers she didn’t understand. 
 
    But something had to be done for Enrai, so she sucked in a deep breath and approached him.  
 
    “Enrai, are you feeling alright?” Dora began, putting a calming hand on his shoulder. He twitched, then took a shuddering breath to control himself. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he muttered, clenching his fists. “I feel… well, I feel wrong. My mana is acting up, my temper is frayed, and I feel nauseous.” 
 
    “Um, I can help with the nausea if you’d like?” Dora offered. “But I don’t know what I can do for the other issues.” 
 
    She thought for a moment before grinning. “Wait! Enrai, you’ve said your Monk techniques are based on both Fire and Wind Element magic, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” the Monk agreed, unsure of where she was going with this. 
 
    “Why not just use your Wind magic from now on, and, I don’t know, can you seal away your Fire Element somehow with a secret Qwanese trick or something?” the Healer suggested. 
 
    “As far as I know, there is no ‘secret Qwanese trick’ for permanently sealing away someone’s magical affinity,” Enrai said blandly.  
 
    “Well come up with one on your own, or I’ll do something dangerous and unethical and seal your magic away myself!” Dora threatened, giving the bald foreigner a dangerous glare. 
 
    He swallowed nervously and immediately closed his eyes and settled into a meditation stance right then and there. With her hand still on his shoulder, she could feel his mana bubbling and flowing within him. 
 
    It was quite fascinating to observe, especially when the hot and wild mana was slowly pushed back and supplanted by a more breezy and cool mana. Fire battled against Wind inside Enrai’s body, but the Wind eventually succeeded, isolating and driving his own magic into a corner of his soul where it wouldn’t be able to act out and influence him. 
 
    Enrai’s eyes popped open with a gasp, and he doubled over, sweating profusely and coughing up puffs of black smoke. “That hurt… oh Gods, please never make me do that again…” 
 
    “Are you okay? What did you do?” Dora demanded, quickly casting a few Healing spells onto him, easing his pain and his coughing fit.  
 
    “I, *cough!* I used a meditation technique Monks use to gain their secondary affinity, only modified slightly,” Enrai explained after almost hacking up a lung. “The Phoenix School teaches Fire and Wind spells and abilities, but not everyone is born with both Elements, usually only one of them. As such, to fully master the School’s techniques, students need to find a way to gain a secondary affinity.” 
 
    “That sounds dangerous,” Dora commented as she healed him, palms glowing silver as they cleared his lungs and chest of a disturbing amount of smoke. 
 
    “It can be,” the Monk admitted. “Anyways, I simply used that meditation trick, only in reverse. I temporarily put my mana in a back room, so to speak. Right now, I can only use Wind magic. But if I don’t let out my Fire mana every so often, I could spontaneously combust. Magic isn’t meant to be restrained like this.” 
 
    “You know, I was just going to suggest that I put an Anti-Magic barrier over you or something to suppress your mana!” Dora stated, shaking her head at Enrai’s foolishness. “That would have been much safer!” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, yeah, that would have worked too,” the Monk said sheepishly, scratching the back of his head. “I guess I wasn’t thinking straight, huh?” 
 
    “Good work, girlie. Baldy’s Jungle Fever has subsided,” Tarn said approvingly, walking over now that it was safe to do so. 
 
    “Girlie? Baldy? What’s with the nicknames?” Dora asked, confused and slightly indignant. 
 
    “I give all my customers a nickname. If they’ve proven themselves to be worthy, that is,” the elderly orc said with a wink. He then glanced over at Ain with a sniff of disdain. “Don’t expect one for yourself quite yet, elf. You haven’t impressed me yet.” 
 
    “Oh, no, how ever will I cope?” Ain replied, utterly deadpan.  
 
    “Well, anyways, glad to see you got the magic under control. The jungle should settle down soon since he’s not trying to hurt it anymore,” Tarn declared, looking around with a relieved look on his face.  
 
    Dora could sense anything different about her surroundings, but trusted Tarn’s word. Their little misadventure now over, though, Dora looked towards their guide for instructions. 
 
    “Where to now?” 
 
    “Follow me, there’s a clearing a few hours from here that’s a perfect spot to spend the night. We should make it before dusk at the pace we’ve been keeping,” Tarn declared after checking the area they were in. “We’ve made decent time. Usually, the people I escort are either merchant troupes or completely unprepared suckers. You three actually know what you’re doing when you travel, which is nice for a change.” 
 
    “And from the clearing, how much further is it to the Kolwine River?” Ain inquired. 
 
    “About a week,” Tarn replied shortly. 
 
    “Hopefully the river will cool things down when we get there,” Dora said with a wistful sigh. 
 
    At that, their guide began to cackle. Dora, Enrai, and Ain shared a worried look. Tarn’s laughter didn’t bode well for any of them. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Up the tree! Quick, quick, quick!” Tarn shouted, urging the trio along as he clambered higher into the branches of the large tree. Dora followed him but was unable to climb as high as he’d gone.  
 
    Enrai and Ain had better luck, managing to crawling up the side of the tree with little difficulty, and helped Dora up when she nearly slipped. 
 
    “Why are we hiding, again? Couldn’t we just punch it? Make it go away with a bit of violence?” Enrai asked, annoyed at having to take another detour to hide from a beast. 
 
    “Fighting doesn’t solve anything in here! It’s better to leave the monsters and animals alone unless they attack us directly. Or did you forget that lesson? As I recall, we took your ‘advice’ yesterday and punched an Owlbear that was blocking the path, only to draw the attention of a herd of Dire Boar when they heard the commotion. We ran for an hour before they gave up the chase,” Tarn scolded the Monk. 
 
    He snorted but settled down after being scolded. Dora just sighed. Three days in, and Enrai was still not able to control his emotions as well as they’d have liked. The Sprawling Jungle kept inflaming his Fire magic, and, even while suppressed, it managed to influence his emotions.  
 
    He was doing better than the first day in the jungle, though. He didn’t rush ahead and pick fights with every creature they stumbled across. But his suggestion for dealing with them was always ‘punch, and/or kick it.’ 
 
    The group’s argument was put on hold when a low growl rippled through the undergrowth. Tarn’s breathing stilled, and everyone else held their breath as a large creature appeared, prowling along the jungle floor. It walked on four legs but would be easily ten feet tall if it chose to stand on its hind legs. It had dark brown fur that blended in well with the jungle trees, but its most unique feature was the black and forest green segmented plates all along its back. The creature was like a bear crossed with an armadillo. 
 
    “An Armored Bear,” Tarn whispered to the group, his eyes never leaving the massive beast as it sniffed the ground. “Their shells can deflect steel weapons, and they’re able to move faster than a galloping horse when they curl up into a ball and roll towards their prey.” 
 
    “Do they eat people?” Dora hissed back, worried as it began to draw closer to their tree, its nose pressed against the dirt as it tracked their scent.  
 
    “They do. That’s why we’re up this tree. If it can’t reach us, it won’t try to bother us, and will leave after a bit,” Tarn cautioned, before making a pinching gesture with his fingers over his lips. Dora nodded back, catching the ‘be quiet!’ gesture.  
 
    Down below, the Armored Bear grunted as it reached the base of the tree where the quartet was hiding. It glared up at the group as they hid in the branches like pieces of fruit made of meat, but after staring at them for a while it grunted and moved on once it realized this batch of prey wasn’t going to come down any time soon.  
 
    Tarn made them wait for a few minutes longer after the Armored Bear was gone from sight. Shimmying down the tree, Dora let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “That was close!” 
 
    “Hardly. That one was a bit lazier than most Armored Bears I’ve seen. It didn’t even try to stand up and attempt to swat us out of the tree,” Tarn commented. 
 
    “I could have taken it,” Enrai huffed. At this point, though, everyone ignored his boasting.  
 
    “There are a lot more monsters wandering the jungle than I had first expected. Is this normal?” Ain asked, picking some twigs and leaves out of his hair.  
 
    “Yeah, this is fairly typically,” Tarn said. “Just be glad it isn’t mating season. Hoo boy, then you really see the jungle at its most crowded!” 
 
    He then pointed in a direction seemingly at random. “Alright, let’s go this way! I want to avoid running into the Armored Bear if it doubles back any time soon. So, let’s move! We’re burning daylight, here!” 
 
    “You know, I’ve wanted to say this for a while, but you’re ridiculously spry for an old man,” Dora said, partly in praise, mostly in disbelief. Tarn laughed proudly. 
 
    “Why, thank you! Being fit is the key to success! And I don’t plan on dying for another few decades! Death can’t catch me if I run fast enough!” 
 
    Dora laughed along with him, the two enjoying the joke. As they did so, Enrai and Ain couldn’t help but notice how similar to each other the two were. 
 
    “Must be an orc thing,” the Monk muttered, flexing his hands in an effort to distract himself from the Fire within him calling out and begging to be released. 
 
    “I think it’s just a crazy person thing,” Ain said, eyeing the pair suspiciously.  
 
    “Oh. Yeah, that’s probably it,” Enrai agreed. A question sprung to mind and he glanced towards the green skinned duo. “Hey, Tarn, I’ve been meaning to ask, but why is your skin a different shade of green compared to Dora’s or the other orc’s I’ve seen?” 
 
    “It’s because I’m older,” Tarn replied. “An orc’s skin color changes as they grow older. It darkens, going from a pale green to various darker shades, until it’s almost completely black by the age of seventy or so.” 
 
    “Really? But my skin has always been the color of mint,” Dora said, surprised as she looked down at her hands. “I don’t think it’s ever changed its hue.” 
 
    “That’s due to your non-orc parent,” Tarn explained. “A half-orc’s skin tone never changes. It remains the same pale green from birth to death. Many traditional orcs see that as a weakness.” 
 
    He then frowned. “I should probably warn you, you might get insulted or snubbed by some orcs because of this. In our culture, black is the color of wisdom and knowledge. All of the oldest orcs have dark, borderline black, skin, and the tribal elders are traditionally the keepers of history and information. In the past, the oldest orcs were treated as wisemen or -women because of this. Any orc that survived long enough to get black skin were the most revered and seen as the wisest.” 
 
    “And that means that since my skin is the same color as an infant’s, they’ll think less of my intellect,” Dora said morosely, realizing this fact with a grimace.  
 
    “I don’t have those prejudices any more thanks to living among humans and the like on the border of the Cracked Land, but most orcs will see pale skin and treat you… well, not poorly, but with a definite degree of disdain,” their guide said, a hint of apology in his tone.  
 
    “I suppose that’s another thing about my own people I didn’t know,” Dora sighed. She bit her lip before glancing up at Tarn. 
 
    “Can you teach me? About the orcish side of my heritage?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Tarn said with a smile. A frown overtook his face as he glanced up at the treetops. “But perhaps we should get under cover? I think we might have unpleasant company soon.” 
 
    Confused at first, the trio of travelers strained their ears and heard a low-pitch hum filling the air. Looking around, it looked to be coming from a looming cloud that shifted and roiled as it drifted through the treetops towards them. 
 
    The hum changed in pitch once it got closer to them and started to turn threatening. Tarn quickly ushered the group away from the buzzing cloud. 
 
    “Let’s move. No sudden movement, and no fire! That’s a colony of Needle Mites. The sting from even a single one is incredibly painful, and a dozen or so can knock a man unconscious. Come along, follow me,” the orc said, guiding them away from the angry swarm of insects.  
 
    It did not follow them, content to buzz angrily in warning as they departed. Dora spared it one last glance before they disappeared into the foliage.  
 
    “It’s one monster after the other out here,” Dora muttered to herself. 
 
    Nodded heads concurred with her statement as they slunk into emerald depths of the jungle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16: The Jungle’s People 
 
      
 
    “Here we are! The Beitoga Rest Stop!” Tarn said cheerfully on the seventh day of their trip into the Sprawling Jungle. Dora sighed in relief as she caught sight of the wooden walls of a small village. 
 
    It lay next to the bank of the Kolwine River and was a staging ground for travelers heading deeper into the jungle. The village wasn’t much, just some small huts circling a larger building with a dock a few feet away. 
 
    Canoes and small sailboats were moored at the tiny pier, and orcs of all shades of green were coming and going. Some were clearly fishermen, their nets and fishing spears a dead giveaway for their profession. Others were harder to pin down, but the way they were dressed –  in a very Orrian manner with shirts and trousers – suggested that these orcs dealt with travelers and foreigners more often than not. 
 
    Dora coughed and looked away from the more traditionally dressed orcs in the village. That is to say, not very dressed at all. 
 
    Most of the orcs went about their business dressed in a loincloth, and little else. Even the women! She felt faint, and slightly inadequate, after seeing several green skinned women walking around without a top on. The Healer supposed that if someone didn’t have access to cooling charms and enchantments then being almost entirely naked did wonders for resisting the Sprawling Jungle’s unique brand of heat. 
 
    “Oh, sweet goddesses!” Dora heard Enrai gasp, and she frowned, stealing a glance at him. 
 
    “Don’t stare!” she hissed, kicking Enrai in the shin when the Monk refused to tear his gaze away from the sight in front of him. 
 
    “Well, this is, um, certainly new,” Ain said, coughing delicately and quickly averting his own gaze. “I mean, I’d heard about the, uh, ‘local attire’ but hadn’t really believed a word of it.” 
 
    “Seeing is believing, you prudes,” Tarn said with a roll of his eyes as he led them into the rest stop. Some of the villagers called out to the elderly orc in greeting, and he responded to them cheerfully in the guttural language of his people.  
 
    Dora only knew a few words in orcish at the moment but was able to catch the gist of the various helloes and well wishes. Tarn might have been an excellent guide and tracker, but his ability to teach was almost non-existent. Still, it’d been less than a week since he had started teaching her. Maybe she’d learn some more by the time they reached Argyne.  
 
    As they entered, more than a few curious gazes alighted on Dora and Enrai. Ain received his own share of observers, but they were giving him suspicious stares. None outright hostile, but definitely mistrustful.  
 
    Dora walked on, used to being an oddity, but it was still a new and less than comfortable experience for the Monk and Spellsword. They endured the myriad gazes professionally, though, not letting their discomfort show. 
 
    “Shorz jorz, Tarn!” a portly, dark green skinned orc cried out.  
 
    ‘Respectful Greetings,’ Dora thought, translating the orc’s words. 
 
    “Shorz tuz, Ogma!” Tarn replied, embracing the other orc happily. 
 
    ‘Greetings returned,’ she mused, filtering the guide’s greeting. The pair chatted for a bit in private before returning to Dora, Enrai, and Ain. 
 
    “Girlie, Baldy, elf, this is Ogma Dryfish, chief of Beitoga. He’s also the man who owns the best boats in this stretch of river,” Tarn introduced. 
 
    “Shorz jorz, Ogma,” Dora said politely, offering the other orc a handshake. He accepted with a wide grin, happily pumping the half-orc’s hand up and down vigorous.  
 
    “Shorz indeed! Tarn tells me you too are a Yellowmoon,” the fat orc said jovially. 
 
    “Scarrot took me in when I had nothing. If anything, I prefer to go by Dora Halfmoon, rather than Yellowmoon,” Dora said, managing to extract her hand from his exuberant grip. At the mention of her boss, Ogma winced. 
 
    “Ah. Him. Yes, well, it might be best if you didn’t spread that around too much.” 
 
    “He’s not well liked?” she asked cautiously.  
 
    “It depends on who you ask. I think half the orcs you speak to would want to kill him. He was not gentle or kind when he eliminated the Greysliver tribe. A lot of their allies and some non-aligned tribes got caught in the crossfire,” Ogma revealed. He then let a tiny smirk dance across his lips. “The rest of us would say he’s someone to be admired and praised for what he did. Plus, more than a few women wanted to be his bride. Some were even willing to share him, the lucky boar! He’s quite the prime piece of meat and embodies the highly valued traits of ruthlessness and loyalty to a fault.” 
 
    “Ah. I see,” Dora said, feeling a bit off-kilter hearing that. She could handle Scarrot being feared and respected. That was a common state of affairs back in the Cracked Land. To hear he was lusted after? The thought of that sent shivers of disbelief down her spine. 
 
    “Let us put aside such talk for now! Come, you must join me and my family for dinner! I insist!” Ogma said, slapping Tarn on the back. 
 
    “Of course, my friend. We’d be honored,” the guide accepted.  
 
    As Ogma walked off to prepare for the evening meal, Dora leaned over to Tarn. 
 
    “I assume we’ll discuss business over dinner?” she asked. He nodded. 
 
    “It is the proper way. We enjoy Ogma’s hospitality, and then, after a we’ve eaten, I haggle with him for a boat,” he explained, a faint smile on his face. “He and I go back a while. Even before the Yellowmoon tribe was being oppressed, the Dryfish tribe were good friends to us. Ogma and I would fish and hunt together. And when the Greysliver campaigned against us, he sheltered my family while I fought. He is an honorable man who does good business with me.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Dora said with a smile. She then glanced around and lowered her voice. “So, um, what kind of food will he serve? Because I cannot handle spicy food at all.” 
 
    Tarn laughed at that. “Don’t worry, there will be fish and bread and a variety of meats and fruits to sample.” 
 
    Dora sighed in relief at that. As she turned away to observe the daily life of the village and offer her services as a Healer, she missed Enrai and Ain share a scheming smirk with Tarn. It took exceptional willpower for the three men not to burst into evil, maniacal laughter. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “There you go! Keep the weight off of your leg, and it should be good as new by tomorrow,” Dora said, smiling kindly at the young orc child as her palms ceased glowing silver. He babbled excitedly at her in orcish, and she nodded, only catching one out of every five words he said. 
 
    “Thank you for healing my son,” the boy’s mother said thankfully, bowing her head towards Dora. Her Common was somewhat stunted, but her sincerity and joy came through clearly.  
 
    Dora waved her praise away with a grin. “No, it was not a problem. I was happy to help,” Dora said. “I’ll check on him before I depart tomorrow, alright?” 
 
    The mother bowed again while spouting profuse thanks, and she headed off. The boy with the badly broken leg had been the last patient for the day. She wiped a bead of sweat off of her forehead with the back of her hand, satisfied with her work. 
 
    For the past few hours while she had waited for Ogma to inform them dinner was ready, Dora had spent her free time healing the inhabitants of the small settlement, as well as a few travelers who’d been passing, free of charge. The villagers of Beitoga now looked at Dora with gazes filled with awe and respect. 
 
    At first, she had started out just offering her magical services while standing near the docks. Then, after seeing how effective her Healing magic was, some of the women of the village had offered her a woven mat to sit on, cool water and fruit juices to drink, and an umbrella to shield her from the harsh rays of the sun. The villagers’ kindness had been unexpected, but greatly appreciated.  
 
    Dora rose from the mat and stretched before gazing out over the Kolwine. The sun was starting to set, twilight setting the river aflame with orange and yellow reflections. Dora found there was a sense of tranquility during this time of day. The creatures that dwelled in the jungle were either returning to their dens or nests for the evening or waking up and preparing to prowl through the darkness. A peaceful silence hung over the river. 
 
    “Ah, there you are!” Dora perked up when she heard Ain’s voice behind her. Turning around, she spotted Enrai walking beside him. Tarn was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Tarn sent us to fetch you. Dinner’s ready,” the Spellsword stated.  
 
    “Mmm, sounds great!” Dora said, feeling her stomach gurgle in hunger. 
 
    “We’re having it at Ogma’s home,” Ain continued. “He was impressed with your healing prowess and wants to thank you for your selflessness.” 
 
    “A free meal is all the payment I need,” Dora said, fighting off an embarrassed blush. 
 
    “In that case, you’re in luck!” Enrai said, giving her a thumbs up. “I snuck a peek at the kitchen, and they are making a veritable feast! And best of all, it’s all fresh!” 
 
    Dora licked her lips eagerly. “Oh, that sounds good! I’m so tired of rations and overly salted preserved food!”  
 
    “Me too, Dora,” Enrai said sympathetically. He then grinned. “You think they’ll have any decent alcohol? I haven’t had a drink since we had that farewell meal with Reed back in Creidor.” 
 
    “Really?” Dora asked, surprised. She hadn’t expected that. Ain just shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Dora. He just wants to try and get drunk and practice some ridiculous fighting style called ‘Drunken Fist.’” 
 
    “Hey! It’s a legitimate Qwanese combat style! It just has a bad reputation because of all the liver failure and collateral damage!” Enrai retorted angrily. 
 
    “No drinking to excess today, Enrai,” Dora scolded. “We don’t want to embarrass Tarn or ourselves in front of these nice people.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine! You sound just like my mother,” the Monk groaned. 
 
    “OI! If you three want food, hurry it up!” Tarn’s voice suddenly boomed across the docks, and the trio shared a look before bolting towards the chieftain’s hut. 
 
    Ogma’s dwelling turned out to be the extra-large structure in the center of the village. The space was not dedicated solely to him and his family, though. Orcish culture held that the chief’s home was the communal center as well. It was where excess food was stored, as well as supplies. If there was a healer or shaman, they lived with the chief.  
 
    The setup was a lot more open and casual than anything Dora was familiar with. She had a hard time imagining the Partaevian emperor, the Tower Lords, or even Reed, opening up their homes to strangers and allowing it to be used as a combination of charity, bank, and warehouse without some skimming off the top, or outright corruption.  
 
    It seemed to work for the orcs, however. Ogma greeted all three of them with hearty bellows of “Hello!” and strong, bone-rattling handshakes. He then led them all inside, where a short, squat, round table had been set up in the center of a room. Instead of chairs, mats and pillows were placed in a circle around the table, in a style rather similar to the Saludan’s eating arrangement. 
 
    As Dora, Enrai, Ain, and Tarn sat down with Ogma, food was brought in by several women, who were introduced as his wife, daughters, and granddaughters. A few male orcs joined the group shortly after the food was served, and Ogma proudly claimed they were his sons-in-law. 
 
    “Jerrel here is one of the finest boatsmen on the river! He’ll steer you clear of all dangers and get you to where you need to go!” Ogma boasted, slapping the other orc on the back. 
 
    “Yes, if I recall he was still courting Malapa when I was here last. Glad to see he grew a spine and managed to win your approval,” Tarn said, nodding at the youngish orc who blushed alongside his new bride. 
 
    “Now, let us eat! We’re all hungry, I’m sure of it!” the boisterous chieftain declared, and everyone tucked in, chatting as they passed the various dishes and platters around. 
 
    “What sort of fish is this?” Dora asked, stuffing the sweet, succulent flesh into her mouth. “It’s delicious!” 
 
    “It’s Pigcine!” one of Ogma’s granddaughter said cheerfully.  
 
    “Hmm, I thought so,” Dora said, sighing in joy as the unusually mixed flavor of pork and fish filled her mouth. The Pigcine was a strange aquatic beast. It had the head of a boar attached to the body of a large goldfish. They tasted amazing but were hard to catch because they lived in the mud of rivers, rarely surfacing, preferring to swim through murky depths and eat whatever plants and smaller fish happened to be around. She’d eaten it only a few times, and it hadn’t been fresh.  
 
    “And what’s this?” the Healer asked eagerly, taking a slice of meat that had been cooked while wrapped inside faintly sweet-smelling leaves. 
 
    “Boar meat, rubbed with a few spices, and wrapped in banana leaves as it was steamed,” another granddaughter said. “It’s good for you!” 
 
    “HMM! Oh, this is all so good!” Dora moaned as she ate everything that was offered to her. Ogma’s youngest daughters and granddaughters were crowding around her, trying to get the half-orc to try the dishes they’d made.  
 
    “She’s certainly popular tonight,” Enrai said with a laugh as Dora sampled each and every food that came her way.  
 
    “She’s a girl with a rare and valuable magical talent, as well as a big appetite! Both desirable traits! Why, if I had any sons, I’d offer her their hands in marriage!” Ogma stated, laughing aloud. 
 
    Dora overheard the chief’s loud comment and choked on a fried plantain. She quickly grabbed a jug of goat’s milk and poured herself a tall glass, chugging it down to clear her throat. 
 
    “WHAT?” she finally gasped out, even as the women of Ogma’s household tittered in amusement at her reaction. 
 
    “Don’t be so upset, Girlie!” Tarn said with a wink. “It’s a compliment! A compliment, I assure you!” 
 
    “I dunno, any man that marries her would have to put up with not only her own high standards, but those of Scarrot and the other members of the Menagerie,” Enrai said jokingly. “Seems more like a punishment than a reward.” 
 
    Dora scowled, and grabbed an empty bowl, chucking it at the Monk’s head. He laughed and caught it easily, his honed reflexes making it a simple task. He was slapped upside the head by Ain, however, as the elf came to Dora’s defense.  
 
    “Thank you, Ain. At least I can count on one person to be on my side tonight,” she said with a haughty sniff. 
 
    “Of course. Here, try some of this… what did you call it? Magalai?” the Spellsword inquired as he pushed a bowl of bright yellow stew towards Dora. 
 
    One of Ogma’s granddaughters nodded silently, a bit of a nervous look sent the Grand Elf’s way. The inhabitants of Beitoga village were not hostile to Ain, thankfully, but they were distant, and tried to interact with him as little as they could get away with. 
 
    “What’s in it?” Dora asked, placing her spoon into the serving bowl.  
 
    “Goat meat, vegetables, some spices, and a local grain of some sort,” Ain said. “It was very good.” 
 
    She smiled at Ain and happily stuffed a heaping spoonful of the stuff into her mouth. For a moment, time seemed to still. Then, her eyes widened, sweat popped all across her face, and she let out a piercing scream of pain as her mouth almost literally exploded in flames. 
 
    “HOT! HOT! TOO HOT!” Dora cried tumbling backwards as the insanely spicy dish seared her mouth.  
 
    Ain began to laugh, the mirth echoed by Enrai, Tarn, and then everyone else as the Healer rolled around on the floor, scraping at her tongue in desperation. 
 
    “Watah! Watah!” she begged, groping for a cup of soothing liquid. Two glasses, one filled with milk, the other with water, were passed her way, and she downed both of them. The fire on her tongue abated slightly, and she collapsed back onto her seat with a whimper. 
 
    “How could you, Ain? I trusted you!” she sobbed.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help it,” the Spellsword claimed, stifling his laughter.  
 
    “That was evil!” Ogma declared sternly, before reaching over and slapping the elf’s back. “It was great!” 
 
    “Indeed, it was hilarious! You’re alright, Spicy,” Tarn said, and Ain frowned at his newly instated nickname.  
 
    “Could I get a better one?” he asked. Tarn shook his head, smirking smugly.  
 
    “No can do, Spicy. No can do.”  
 
    Ain sighed in defeat while Dora cackled at his misfortune.  
 
    “Serves you right! How dare you trick a poor, defenseless maiden like myself?” 
 
    “I’ve seen you accurately nail monsters right in the eyeball from four hundred yards with your crossbow. If you’re defenseless, I’m a scribe,” Enrai pointed out. Dora blushed and looked down, though she’d argue the color was due to the lingering heat of the dish. 
 
    “Not that good,” she mumbled, before stuffing some non-spicy food into her mouth to cover up her embarrassment.  
 
    “No, he’s right, you’re very skilled with the crossbow,” Ain added, backing up Enrai. “You don’t get much chance to shine with it, admittedly, since you have us to take care of most threats. And your incredible skills in healing often overshadow other personal achievements…” 
 
    “What Ain is poorly trying to say is that you’re a good shot,” the Qwanese Monk said, rolling his eyes at his friend’s elfish effusiveness.  
 
    “A Healer and a hunter? You’re certainly diversely skilled,” one of Ogma’s son-in-laws mused. “Did you learn from Scarrot?” 
 
    “No,” Dora said, her mood dimming slightly. “I was taught Healing magic by my mother, and my archery talent was cultivated by a family friend.” 
 
    Dora couldn’t help but think fondly of the kindly blacksmith who’d been her and her mother’s sole ally back in Far Reach. She wondered what he was up to these days? 
 
    “Well, what did you learn from Scarrot?” he asked, leaning in. 
 
    “He was busy with the Menagerie, so he didn’t have time to teach a newcomer like myself much. Oh, he showed me some tricks, and a few spells, but for the most part, my lessons on how to survive in the Cracked Land were passed on through the other caravan workers,” Dora said, slightly evasively. She wasn’t going to tell them that the only thing the bitter, peg-legged orc had personally taught her had been the secrets to gaining absolute control over a slave collar. It bothered her that she could do such a thing – shamed her, really – and she had no interest in letting other people know about it. Ain and Enrai were enough, and she trusted them not to abuse that knowledge. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” the male orc said, somewhat disappointed. Another one of Ogma’s son-in-laws just rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Scarrot probably had better things to do. Like she said, he was a busy orc!” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’d think he’d have taken the time to teach her something! Even a little bit about her orcish side!”  
 
    “Actually, that’s somewhat my fault,” Dora spoke up. “I wasn’t all that interested in learning about my greener side of things, so to speak, so I never asked.” 
 
    Everyone nodded slowly at that with varying degrees of pity and sympathy. Being a half-orc was hard, and having grown up among humans, she hadn’t wanted to learn about the part of her that had caused her heartache and trouble. Dora was grateful that the hosts were so understanding and didn’t push anymore on the topic. 
 
    “Here, try some of this!” one of daughter’s offered, handing Dora a mug. She took a tentative sip, and licked her lips in pleasant surprise at the bubbly beverage. 
 
    “It’s called root beer. We brew it from special roots and fungi that are common in the jungle. The bubbles and light alcohol content are what make it popular among foreign travelers,” the orc woman explained as Dora drank deeply from the unique brew. 
 
    “Delicious!” the Healer declared. “I love the way it tickles my tongue!” 
 
    With that, the somber mood that had tried to settle in was pushed away, and more mugs of the unique drink were passed around. The rest of the evening went by in a haze of good food, partially slurred conversation, and a warm fuzzy feeling in Dora’s chest. She was having a good time, she realized. Able to relax after so many stressful weeks. It felt wonderful to shed the metaphysical weight of her stress that night. 
 
    She did not recall being led to a comfy pile of blankets and pillows that was an orcish bed. The next thing Dora did remember was groggily waking up with a minor headache. Blinking blearily at her surroundings, she groaned softly and got up. She tried to cast the Time Keeper Cantrip, but her focus was shot and the spell fizzled and died without doing anything.  
 
    “What time is it?” she mumbled. 
 
    “It’s about ten in the morning,” someone said. Dora looked around for the source, and her unfocused gaze fell on one of Ogma’s daughters who was standing in the doorway of the guest room. 
 
    “Oh. That’s… late,” Dora murmured before massaging her temples. “Why does my head feel foggy?” 
 
    “You and your friends drank a lot of root beer. It’s not overly alcoholic, but drink enough of it and it makes your head feel as if it were stuffed with wool,” the kindly female orc said with a chuckle. “You also tried to eat some ursali, or fermented goat cheese, which has been known to make the effects of inebriation worse.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” the Healer said, feeling embarrassed about overindulging to the point of physical pain. 
 
    “Don’t feel too bad. Overeating and drinking our dishes happens to most first-timers to the Sprawling Jungle,” the woman said before glancing over Dora’s disheveled state. “If you wish to get cleaned up, I would suggest doing so now, before noon rolls around. I believe Mister Tarn wishes to leave after lunch.” 
 
    “Got it, thanks for the advice,” Dora said gratefully. “Um, is there a bathroom or something I can freshen up in?” 
 
    “Of course, let me show you,” Ogma’s daughter said. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Dora walked out of the bathroom feeling sparkly clean. The grime and grit of the jungle had been washed away, and she felt ready for anything! 
 
    Afterwards, she headed into the dining area and found Tarn already there, sipping at a mug of hot, spiced goat’s milk.  
 
    “I see you’re awake at last,” the old Yellowmoon tribesman said in greeting, nodding politely as she entered.  
 
    “Where are Ain and Enrai? Are they up yet?” 
 
    “No, they and Ogma are still unconscious,” Tarn said with an amused shake of his head. “I don’t know how much you can recall of last night, but the three of them tried to show off by out drinking each other.” 
 
    “I think I remember that,” Dora said, fuzzy memories becoming more distinct now that she was awake and clean. “They all passed out at roughly the same time, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tarn said with a laugh. “Good thing you only drank root beer. Those two knurks chugged down a few mugs of the stronger spirits. Speaking of them, it’s about time I wake them up. Adjeerta, can you fetch me a nice, cold bucket of water?” 
 
    “Of course, Mister Tarn,” Ogma’s oldest daughter said from the kitchen with a conspiratorial grin. Dora smirked as well.  
 
    “Oh, this I’ve got to watch,” she said, a giggle escaping her.  
 
    “Come along, then,” Tarn said, grabbing a wooden bucket filled with water. 
 
    The pair tiptoed to another guest room where Ogma, Enrai, and Ain all lay sprawled in a heap on the floor. Dora stifled a laugh as she saw the Grand Elf using his Qwanese friend’s semi-bald head as a pillow, drooling a little bit onto the black peach fuzz. He was curled around Enrai’s head and shoulders in the fetal position, clinging to his best friend like a feline of some sort. 
 
    Enrai himself was in a comical position. He lay sideways on a mattress, his legs tangled up in the sheets. Wrapped in his arms like it was a stuffed toy was a small palm tree. He was cuddling it close to his chest. At some point during the party he’d staggered outside for a bit of fresh air only to stagger back inside with an uprooted palm tree under his arm. Throughout the party, he refused to talk about why he had a tree with him. In fact, the Monk claimed he wasn’t carrying a tree and had no idea what people were talking about. 
 
    As for the host of the wild dinner party, the chief of Beitoga village was leaning against the far wall of the guest room upside down, his sandals lying on his face as he snored away, oblivious. He was also shirtless and had half of a gravy-smeared bread roll stuck to his stomach. 
 
    “This is going to be great,” Dora whispered to Tarn, who nodded in agreement. Behind the two, Ogma’s granddaughters clustered around the doorway, eager to watch the wake-up call. Just because they loved their grandfather didn’t mean it wasn’t hilarious to watch him get splashed with cold water. 
 
    “Wake up!” Tarn shouted loudly, hurling the contents of the bucket onto the three passed out men. The trio sputtered awake, spitting and cursing as the chilled water shocked them awake. 
 
    “Why, Tarn?” Ogma groaned, clutching his head as he toppled over. “I thought we were friends!” 
 
    “We are, which is why I didn’t ask for your daughter Adjeerta to make the water even colder,” the Yellowmoon guide said with a snort of amusement. 
 
    “Argh, why am I holding a tree?” Enrai demanded, rubbing his head with a frown. “And why does my head feel sticky?” 
 
    He tried to get up, but his feet were still entangled by the sheets, causing him to fall over with a thud. 
 
    Ain just looked around with bleary eyes, staring listlessly at his suddenly damp shirt. There was a moment when he rubbed his chin, felt the semi-dried remnants of drool on the side of his mouth and glanced guiltily at Enrai’s head, that Dora would treasure forever. As teasing material if nothing else. 
 
    “Now that you three are wide awake, I’m here to inform you that lunch is in an hour, and after that we’re hitting the road,” Tarn said, putting the bucket down. He walked out of the room to the sound of giggling as Dora and Ogma’s family looked upon and laughed at the soggy mess of people. 
 
    Enrai and Ain cleaned up and made themselves presentable and joined Dora and Tarn for a simple lunch. A vaguely familiar looking male orc joined them at the table, and the white-haired Yellowmoon introduced him. 
 
    “Everyone, I don’t know if you recall, but this is Jerrel, one of Ogma’s son-in-laws. He’ll be our boatman for the trip down the Kolwine.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” the orc said politely. He looked a bit worried at the dazed state Ain and Enrai were still in, but Tarn waved his concerns off. 
 
    “They’ll be fine in a bit. Put some food in their bellies, and maybe a hangover cure or two as well, and they’ll be as good as new,” Tarn said. 
 
    “Oh! Right! Hangover cures!” Dora said, slapping her forehead with an amused roll of her eyes. She then leaned over the table and pressed a palm against each of their foreheads. A burst of silver later, and the two were smiling and no long wincing whenever someone spoke. 
 
    “Woo! That feels much better!” Enrai cheered. “Your magic is a lifesaver!” 
 
    “Thank you for the help, Dora,” Ain said, bowing his head towards the half-orc in gratitude. 
 
    “The headaches were that bad, huh?” Dora asked sympathetically. Hers had been annoying, but manageable. They had partied wilder than she had. She could only imagine with a wince the pain they’d been feeling. 
 
    “Like my skull was a delicious melon that somehow had a hammer inside of it pounding away in an effort to escape,” Enrai groaned, recalling the suffering he’d woken up to. 
 
    “Well, now that you two aren’t about to keel over, eat up! I want to be on the water sailing south as soon as we can!” Tarn declared. He looked over at Jerrel. “That won’t be a problem, will it?” 
 
    “Not at all!” Jerrel stated. “I’m ready to go when you four are!” 
 
    The aged guided nodded at that before turning back to scarfing down lunch. Dora and the rest joined in, not to be outdone.  
 
    The Healer smiled, though her thoughts were worried. She’d made it far, but Argyne and the Unchained Legion were still a long ways away. She would make it, though. Her family was counting on her. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Spiral. Attend to me.” The order was given in a soft, almost friendly tone, but the person behind it was akin to a force of nature, and the words echoed through reality. In seconds, the shadows of the room congealed and thickened before spitting out a black robed man in a silver mask. 
 
    Before him stood a man in a white robe, written blasphemies crawling along the surface of it. His face was obscured by a golden, reflective mask, and he stared out over a crumbling city from a window. The man who emerged from the shadows quickly knelt before his master, head bowed. 
 
    “Matters have begun to spin out of control in regards to your fellow Apostles, Root and Sword. It seems I must venture into the Aether to retrieve them,” the man in white and gold declared, a tinge of annoyance seeping into his bland tone. 
 
    Spiral looked up sharply, shock radiating off of his body. “Hierophant, is that wise? You know that doing so is a violation of The Rules, and…” 
 
    “And if I step foot into the Aether it allows the beings who call themselves ‘gods’ to interfere more directly. Yes, I am aware of the consequences,” the Hierophant stated, not bothering to turn around and face his servant. “But it must be done. Root and Sword are not doing as well as I had hoped.” 
 
    “I see. Well, what of our allies in the Aether? Surely they could provide some assistance?” Spiral asked, trying to find a way out for his master. 
 
    “At the moment, I do not wish for them to try and assist us. Not directly, at least. The mission I gave that bleeding heart of a woman to distract and confound the Ooze is the most I will deign to allow them to do for now. I cannot risk letting the other Powers That Be know the extent of my contact network. And our other allies… well, they’re not welcome most places, and travel is as hard for them as it is for us.” 
 
    “Yes, demons do not make the best agents,” Spiral agreed, shaking his head. “If they’re not being attacked by everything they come across, it’s them who are doing the attacking and forgetting what they were supposed to be doing in the first place.” 
 
    “Which is why I must go myself,” the Hierophant declared. He then finally turned to his minion, looking down on the kneeling man. “And while I am gone, you shall be in charge of keeping this place running and its prisoners locked away.” 
 
    “But, master, I’m already stretched thin trying to deal with the mess that is Annod Bol!” Spiral protested. “The Tower Lords are as stubborn as Dire Mules, and their control over the slavers and warlords of the Cracked Land is starting to unravel!” 
 
    “Well, maybe next time you’ll think twice before killing the only man who had the strength, smarts, and charisma to hold that mess together,” the golden masked man scolded. Spiral winced. He constantly regretted killing Lord Tiegan, if only because he hated dealing with the headache that was Cracked Land politics.  
 
    “When I sold my soul to the Void, I’d hoped my days of dealing with idiot politicians were over,” Spiral grumbled. The Hierophant just snorted at that. 
 
    “Only when all of reality is swallowed by the Void will that happen,” he said, the barest hint of amusement coloring his words. “Until then, death, taxes, and politics will exist.” 
 
    He then waved a hand and a pulsating portal of purple and black energy tore through time and space, waiting for him to depart.  
 
    “I shall be leaving now. Remember what I told you to do,” he commanded, before stepping through. The vortex sealed itself a moment after he left, the wound in the fabric of reality disappearing as if it had never existed. 
 
    Spiral stared at where his master had been seconds earlier before sighing in defeat. “I need to find a secretary or something. Hmm. I wonder if any of the new recruits have any skills in paperwork?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17: Beasts and belief 
 
      
 
    “It’s so peaceful,” Dora sighed in bliss, leaning against the side of the boat as it floated down the Kolwine River. The sun was hidden behind a few late afternoon clouds, keeping the temperature down, and the cool water all around her reduced the humidity to bearable levels.  
 
    The ship itself was a lovely piece of work. It was as if someone had taken a canoe and then cast an enlargement spell on it. The wood was dark brown with a glossy, waterproof varnish made from local flora. Several bench-like seats filled the interior, which could be used as places to park a butt or unroll a sleeping bag and rest on. The boat could easily hold a dozen people, and yet only needed a few to operate. One to steer, and two to use the oars when the flow of the river wasn’t enough.  
 
    For the moment the Kolwine was pushing them down river at a steady pace, allowing Enrai and Ain to lean back and relax as well. They had not expected this leg of the trip to be so peaceful. 
 
    “Yeah, enjoy it while you can, because after we leave the river, we’ll be dealing with an overland trek through the jungle,” Tarn stated, as if sensing their thoughts.  
 
    “Where are we getting off at, anyways?” Ain inquired. 
 
    “Well, Spicy, in a few days we’ll reach a fork in the river. There’s an outpost at the fork called Reiz that serves as a bulwark against the more savage orc tribes that live in the interior of the Sprawling Jungle. We’ll get off there and make our way south-west towards Argyne,” Tarn explained. Ain frowned at the nickname. Enrai just snickered. 
 
    “Shut it, ‘Baldy,’” Ain grumbled, and the Monk quieted down. 
 
    “You’ve mentioned these ‘savage tribes’ before. Not all orcs want to join up with Graz Tur Yenod, I take it?” Dora asked, ignoring her two friends for the moment. 
 
    “Correct, Girlie. A few tribes want to retain their old ways and practices. They fear change. But change is coming whether they like it or not!” Tarn said passionately.  
 
    “What do these tribes do, then?” the Healer wondered. It was their boatman, Jerrel, who answered. 
 
    “They raid and fight, mostly. In the Old Days, orc tribes were hunters and gatherers. Some of the larger tribes had limited agricultural and animal domestication, but for the most part it was small groups of warriors raiding other villages for food and resources when their own hunting parties failed. We were self-sufficient to a degree. But when the elves came, that changed everything. We couldn’t stand up to their larger, more disciplined and advanced forces. Our magic was inferior, our stone weapons shattered against their steel and mithril, and even our gods were driven back before their pantheon,” Jerrel explained.  
 
    “But the humans have a saying. ‘What doesn’t kill us, makes us stronger.’ So, we took our defeats close to heart, and we watched, and waited. We learned. We improved. We united. It was this that allowed us to resist their oppression, and later on to become more than just stone weapon-wielding raiders,” Ogma’s son-in-law stated, a proud smile on his green face. 
 
    “But a few orcs didn’t want the change that Bolg Boartusk envisioned. They wanted to go back to the way things were once the elves were gone,” Tarn said, snorting in disgust. “These ‘traditionalists’ refuse to admit the new way is better for our people. They hide deep in the jungle’s most treacherous parts, living as their ancestors did. Sometimes, they’ll lead raids against other tribes. Their favorite targets tend to be villages that embrace Graz Tur Yenod’s leadership and vision, like Beitoga.” 
 
    “And we have to pass by their territory to get to Argyne?” Dora asked, dismayed.  
 
    “Sorry about that. They’ve pretty much taken up the center of the Sprawling Jungle as their own,” Tarn said, removing a map to make his point. He drew a circle with his finger which encompassed a large chunk of the middle of the jungle. “We’ll be skirting their borders, but be on guard. They like attacking small groups. Big merchant convoys are left alone so long as they don’t tread into their territory directly, but we’ll be an acceptable target.” 
 
    “They’ll have to get through us,” Enrai said, cracking his knuckles threateningly. 
 
    “Enrai, pull back on the Fire,” Dora warned, and the Monk blinked before hastily restraining the Fire Element energy that had become agitated by the thought of battle. 
 
    “He’s right, though, we’ll be fine,” Ain said. “We’re both B-rankers, borderline A-rank. We can handle what they throw at us.” 
 
    “Just be careful with that arrogance,” Tarn warned. “B-rank or A-rank, even you guys can be poisoned or startled by ambushes. And that’s what the wild orcs like to use when fighting.” 
 
    “We’ll keep that in mind,” Dora assured the older orc. He nodded, pleased, before glancing back at the Healer with a worried expression. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    “Do what?”  
 
    “Dangle your fingers in the water like that,” Tarn warned, pointing to her fingers. “There’s all sorts of hungry critters that swim and squirm through the river around here.” 
 
    “Oh, definitely!” Jerrel agreed. “We have piranha, Ripperfins, Fanged Toads, eight different species of aquatic and amphibious snakes, and crocodiles! Have you ever seen a crocodile before? They’re big, mean, and have jaws that can bend steel! And once they bite down, they never let go!” 
 
    “Ergh!” Dora uttered, snapping her hand back out of the water. She looked at the water with suspicion now. “There’s really all that in there?” 
 
    “And more!” Jerrel said pleasantly. “My cousin once caught a dolphin! And I myself speared a manta ray!” 
 
    “Those are sea animals, though,” Dora pointed out, confused.  
 
    “You’d be surprised by what ends up in the Kolwine,” Tarn said in a sagely manner, Jerrel bobbing his head in agreement.  
 
    “Brother-in-law Fergo netted a treasure chest, once,” the boatman said. “And not just any treasure chest, but a magically sealed container from the days of Val’Narash! It must have washed up from a sunk ship that went down near the coast of the Dreadlands and got sucked up by the currents into the Kolwine. Of course, the contents were long destroyed by water, because not even the greatest mages can make a protection and preservation spell last three thousand years, but it’s still a fun story. I think he uses the chest to store his fishing tackle now.” 
 
    “That’s quite surprising,” Dora said, impressed.  
 
    “That’s the Sprawling Jungle for you! Surprises around every corner,” Tarn laughed. 
 
    After that, a pleasant lull in the conversation emerged, the group of traveler’s content to just lounge around. It was a nice change of pace for them not to get sore backsides from riding, or aching feet from walking.  
 
    Of course, there was plenty to see. The river was full of interesting lifeforms, and there were a host of creatures that wandered along the banks of the Kolwine that could be seen from the boat. 
 
    ‘It’s like a menagerie without cages,’ Dora thought dreamily as she watched some sort of deer-like creature whose horns looked to be covered in blooming flowers sip at the water while a monkey with two tails, four arms, and green fur scampered up a tree for the fruits the branches held. 
 
    She was startled out of her reverie when the boat shuddered and rocked back and forth as if it had hit something large and heavy. 
 
    “What was that?!” Enrai demanded, sitting upright in a flash. Ain joined him, eyes darting around. 
 
    “Not sure,” Jerrel said, scrutinizing the surroundings as well. “There aren’t any large rocks along the river bed on this stretch of the Kolwine, so it must have been a monster.” 
 
    “Lovely. I’ve always wanted to fight a water-based foe while on a boat,” Ain muttered, voice dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    “Enrai, could you fly up and take a look from above, see if you can spot anything?” Dora asked as the boat shuddered a second time. 
 
    “I can try,” the Monk said slowly. “The spell that I use to fly is a fusion Fire and Wind. Without my Fire magic, I can only hover at best.” 
 
    “That sounds good enough for me,” the Healer said, wincing as another impact jarred the boat. Enrai nodded in agreement before sheathing his body in a veil of swirling wind. He leapt up in the sky and peered at the boat and river below. 
 
    “There are some shapes under the water!” he called down. He was held aloft by a tornado that had formed around his legs. He wasn’t able to move around much, though, only hover in one place. 
 
    “Can you recognize any of them? What do they look like?” Tarn shouted back. 
 
    “Um, kind of like boulders? Wait, one of them is surfacing next to you!” the Monk warned. 
 
    No one on the boat had a chance to react in time. The water exploded upwards like a geyser as a huge, grey skinned creature rose from the depths. It had a gigantic maw and beady little eyes and was a quarter of the length of the boat. 
 
    “Hippo!” Jerrel cried in terror as he was drenched by the animal’s arrival.  
 
    “Spicy, keep that damned thing away from the boat!” Tarn shouted. “Kill it if you have to!" 
 
    “Got it!” Ain said, drawing his saber and letting lightning cascade along the blade. He stabbed the nose of the aquatic creature first, delivering a mild shock as well to try and scare off the beast without forcing it into open confrontation.  
 
    That did not work, as it only enraged the so-called ‘hippo.’ Its jaw opened wide, revealing massive, tombstone-like teeth capable of biting through the boat with ease. The hippo lunged, but Ain was ready. 
 
    “Lightning Bolt!” the Grand Elf called out, and the spell shot forth directly into the creature’s gaping maw. The lightning struck the back of its mouth and kept going, blowing its brains out before it could chomp down on the boat. 
 
    The hippo let out a keening wail before slumping back into the water, rocking the boat with waves as it sunk beneath the surface, a growing cloud of red the only sign of its existence.  
 
    “By the Divine Family! That made them mad!” Enrai cried out in shock as numerous dark lumpy shapes rose up out of the water. A dozen hippos emerged, all braying loudly. 
 
    “Baldy! Get down here!” Tarn shouted frantically. Enrai didn’t waste a second and directed the miniature tornado around his feet to propel him towards the vessel.  
 
    The boat was a short distance away from him by now, the current pushing it further downstream. As such, Enrai had to angle himself slightly so when he fell, it would be towards where the boat was going, not where it was. 
 
    He plummeted like a tornado driven meteor. He landed on the head of a surfacing hippo and used it as a springboard, the Wind wrapped around his feet adding to the force of his jump. He landed heavily in the boat, shaking it slightly. Behind him, the hippo he had used as a stepping stone sunk beneath the water, its skull caved in. 
 
    “Damn good job there!” Tarn praised.  
 
    “What in the Six Hells are those things?” Enrai demanded, watching as the strange creatures the orcs had called hippos brayed angrily at the retreating boat before slipping under the water. 
 
    “Hippopotamus. Or more simply ‘hippos.’ Translated to Common, their name would meaning ‘Crushing Fangs.’ Nasty beasts,” Tarn said, giving the distant creatures a sour look. “Damn things love to chomp on anything that intrude on their territory. We’ll have to inform Reiz about this. They’ll send a squad of hunters to poke and prod them out of this stretch of the Kolwine into another, less traveled section.” 
 
    “Do they eat people?” Dora asked, having seen the massive teeth the beasts had sported.  
 
    Jerrel shook his head. “No, they don’t. Well, not on purpose. Technically, those things are herbivores.” 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Ain demanded incredulously. “I saw the size of those teeth! They could snap an elf in half without even trying!” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re blunt, rather than sharp. Perfect for grinding up aquatic plants,” Tarn pointed out. “Of course, just because a hippo won’t chew and swallow won’t mean they won’t bite you.” 
 
    “Will we have to worry about more of them?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Maybe. If there’s a herd back there, it’s possible. Or maybe they moved out of the way of a bigger predator. Keep your eyes peeled,” Jerrel warned. 
 
    The three foreigner travelers shared a concerned look with each other. For the rest of the day, the boat was filled with worried and cautious silence. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
     “Thanks for the ride, Jerrel!” Tarn said, waving farewell as their boatman departed. “Give my regards to Ogma!” 
 
    The orc nodded as he pushed his boat out into the river, heading back to Beitoga. Dora, Enrai, and Ain waved back as well.  
 
    “He was nice,” Dora said as Jerrel disappeared up the river. 
 
    “Sure was,” Tarn said fondly, before turning his attention to their group. “Alright, the plan is to spend the night here in Reiz. We’ll leave in the morning, shortly after dawn, so no hangovers. Got it?” 
 
    Ain and Enrai both nodded, swearing not to touch any alcohol while in the outpost. Tarn grunted at that and turned to Dora.  
 
    “As for you, Girlie, don’t go around healing anyone if you can help it.” 
 
    “What?” Dora gasped, surprised by the command. 
 
    “Reiz is the bulwark against the wild orcs and their raids. Which means they are always in need of Healers. Even medicine men and herbalists are better than nothing. And the folks in charge here wouldn’t hesitate to kidnap you for your skills,” Tarn warned. “Plus, being a half-orc, they wouldn’t even feel bad about doing so. Reiz is not exactly as liberal or welcoming as Beitoga, so stick close to your friends.” 
 
    He paused. “In fact, all three of you should do everything together. Stay with each other throughout the day, remain side-by-side at all times. I don’t think we have enough money to bribe any of the guards here to let you out of jail if you cause mayhem or mischief.” 
 
    “They would really kidnap me?” Dora asked, horrified. It reminded her too much of the Cracked Land’s policy on slaves and the taking of them. 
 
    “Well, the guards and commanders here wouldn’t call it kidnapping. Probably refer to it as ‘protective custody’ or something like that,” Tarn stated. “But it would be the same. I know you like helping people, and you may see terrible injuries here, but don’t. Heal. Anyone. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” the Healer muttered. Tarn smiled. 
 
    “Good! Now follow me, I know a guy who’ll rent us rooms for cheap!” the elderly guide exclaimed, ushering the trio away from the docks and towards the town proper. 
 
    ‘Reiz is a strange settlement,’ Dora thought. Tarn had said it was built at the fork in the Kolwine River. And it was. What the white-haired Yellowmoon tribesman had not explained was that it was built ‘on’ the fork itself. 
 
    Reiz was a floating town. Large wooden posts anchored it to the banks of the river, but the rest of the town was built on platforms and elevated buildings that were all connected by bridges, rope ladders, and in some cases short boat rides.  
 
    Boats came and went from Reiz in all directions, and it had a thriving market. Fish from the river was traded for meat and produce from the jungle. Ore was traded raw to passing peddlers, who would take it to be processed into refined metals and precious stones. Diamonds were a common commodity, Dora saw. She was able to buy a handful of uncut diamonds in exchange for a single pearl, they were that cheap!  
 
    She was satisfied with the purchase, though. Diamonds were essential for high level healing. Ever since Vord had given her the complete incantation for the Restoration spell, she’d found that her own mana reserve was ill-suited to pull of the spell. Diamonds were the perfect amplifier for Light magic, however, and with a few rough and unpolished precious stones she expected she could cast the Level Ten spell without any problem. 
 
    “Tarn, I’m curious as to why the orcs seem to value pearls so much,” Dora asked after she traded another white pearl for what seemed to her a disproportionate amount of supplies. 
 
    “Oh, that’s an easy question to answer,” Tarn said with a chuckle. “They’re a vital component for all sorts of Shaman-based spells.” 
 
    “Shamans are your local equivalent of mages, right?” Enrai inquired. 
 
    “Correct. They’re like Druids, in that their best spells all use some sort of ingredient or catalyst. As for why pearls are so precious to us, they can be used by a Shaman to cast all sorts of spells, such as purifying water, exorcise unruly ghosts, heal fevers and even aid in childbirth,” Tarn revealed. 
 
    “Wow! I didn’t know!” Dora said, looking at the pouch that contained her supply of pearls with a surprised look.  
 
    Another detour through the marketplace later, and Tarn finally led the group to their rest stop for the night. It was an inn. A nice rustic place that their guide claimed had some of the finest grilled ape meat around. Dora was a bit leery of trying it, but Enrai seemed eager.  
 
    “We eat monkeys and apes all the time back in Qwan,” the Monk explained, before licking his lips as he thought of dishes from his homeland. “Mmm, lemongrass seasoned monkey gongjok…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dora,” Ain said, patting her shoulder in understanding. “I, too, was hesitant when I first went to Qwan and tried their odd foods. But it’s alright. If anything, monkey sort of tastes like stringy beef jerky.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she said hesitantly.  
 
    “Stop lollygagging! Honestly, you three natter on worse than fishwives!” Tarn complained, throwing his arms into the air. The trio shared a look and giggled.  
 
    “Oh, my, do we really?” Enrai said, effecting a faux-woman’s voice.  
 
    “We must, if he says we do,” Ain responded, also mimicking a woman’s voice. 
 
    Dora giggled. “You know, Ain, Enrai, you haven’t gotten him back for waking you both up with cold water back in Beitoga…” she said, trailing off suggestively.  
 
    “I’m not going to dress in drag and try to seduce him!” Ain shouted. “Not again! Once was enough!” 
 
    Enrai and Dora stared at him.  
 
    “Um, is there something you want to get off your chest?” the Monk asked his friend cautiously.  
 
    “Yeah, why’d you jump to that conclusion so quickly?” the Healer wondered, mind racing with hilarious possibilities. Ain flinched. 
 
    “Let’s just say that my mentor might be an X-rank, but he gets into trouble and bizarre situations far too easily,” the Spellsword finally said, his voice soft as he recalled his training and the incidents that occurred alongside it.  
 
    “Um, actually, I was just thinking that maybe we find out what sort of food he dislikes and mix it in with his meal tonight,” Dora suggested. Enrai shared a concerned look with Ain, who bit his lower lip nervously. 
 
    “Dora, are you still mad about the spicy food incident?” Ain asked worriedly.  
 
    “Why, whatever gave you that idea?” she asked sweetly. So sweetly, in fact, that it made the Monk and Spellsword recoil from her in terror. 
 
    “Uh-oh. She used ‘that tone’ with us,” Enrai muttered. 
 
    “We should probably keep an eye on our own food for a while,” Ain shot back. 
 
    “I can hear you!” she shouted back at them. They shrugged, uncaring.  
 
    “Argh! Stop playing around! I’m hungry!” Tarn cried out, forcing the trio to pick up the pace. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t convince you to wait a few more days?” the innkeeper inquired, nervously wringing his hands. Tarn shook his head in the negative. 
 
    “I thank you for the warning, old friend, but we must be going. Besides, it’s safer to travel fast than sit in one place. Especially here in Reiz if the wild orcs are getting restless,” the Yellowmoon elder said.  
 
    “I can tell your employers are strong, but there’s a lot of jungle and wild orcs between here and Argyne. You might be overwhelmed,” the orc proprietor warned. 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but we need to go,” Dora said, butting into the conversation. “Lives depend on it.” 
 
    “It seems I can’t convince you,” the innkeeper groaned. “Just stay light-footed, okay? I’d hate to have your deaths on my mind.” 
 
    Tarn nodded, while Dora bowed before leaving the inn with her two friends. Enrai and Ain offered their own polite farewells, which were accepted only slightly tersely. Ain’s status as an elf so far had not caused any major troubles, just stink-eyed glares and muttered insults. The Spellsword’s pride would not allow him to admit it, but he was thankful his friends were always on his side.  
 
    But now the cold reception and treatment would be replaced with the muggy heat of the jungle. ‘How strange it is to find the jungle a more welcoming place than civilization,’ Ain mused to himself as the quartet set off at a brisk pace into the Sprawling Jungle.  
 
    “Do the wild orcs operate on some sort of schedule? It seemed like the entire town was scrambling to fortify itself,” Ain inquired as they jogged through the undergrowth. 
 
    “Just like everyone else, they like to get their chores done before it rains. Which means wild orc activity increases right before the monsoons arrive,” Tarn explained. “This means they’ll be focused on raiding along the river and the other larger land-based trade routes. For a small group like us, we can move around their territory without much worry. At best, only a few scouts will be on patrol.” 
 
    “It seems strange to me that the wild orcs are so predictable like that,” Dora said, a hint of confusion in her voice. “Doesn’t it make it easier to deal with them in that case? Why not treat them like a threat and, and I don’t know, send in an army to pacify them?” 
 
    “It all boils down to ‘they’re still orcs,’” Tarn explained with a sigh. “As wild and bandit-like as they are, some orcs see them as misguided kin. Graz Tur Yenod even sends our equivalent of missionaries into the wild tribes to try and convince them to join. That attitude doesn’t help the smaller settlements, though, as they’re still at risk from the ceaseless raids.” 
 
    Dora nodded slightly in understanding. “I see. I suppose that makes sense. Even after leaving Partaevia all those years ago, I still think like them at times. ‘Send an army to make sure work gets done,’ is an accurate statement of how the empire operates.”  
 
    “‘Fight first, ask questions later’ is also an orcish ideal,” Tarn pointed out. “And that means you’ve got double the helping of krag in your blood!” 
 
    “Krag… that means ‘violence,’ right?” 
 
    “Eh, close. It doesn’t have a good direct translation from orcish to Common. Krag is more like ‘fighty-ness’ I guess you could say, than outright violent tendencies. A desire to prove oneself through conflict is the best way to describe it,” the guide said with a shrug. The rest of the trek through the jungle that day was an impromptu language lesson for Dora.  
 
    As dusk began to creep up on them, Tarn called off his teaching and started to look around for a place to set up camp. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks of this area. The feel is all wrong,” Tarn growled in annoyance as he rejected yet another seemingly decent spot. 
 
    “What’s the matter with this one?” Dora asked, trying to reign in her own frustrations with the lack of success. 
 
    “These tracks… see how the ground is churned up?” 
 
    “Yes, vaguely,” Dora said after a moment of peering at the ground. The dirt was covered in several long gouges that looked as if something had pulled itself out of the soil rather than scraped its way across it. When she pointed that out, Tarn nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Only one thing comes to mind that could make these tracks. Which are fresh, by the way. No more than a few days. And if that’s the case, I don’t want to sleep on the ground tonight.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to curl up in the treetops again?” Enrai whined.  
 
    Twice before they’d had to forgo setting up their tents on the ground because of some animal, and retreat to the trees for the evening. First had been due to a swarm of ravenous insects. The tide of chitinous death hadn’t scaled the trees but had Dora and her companions been on the ground, not even bones would have remained.  
 
    And the second time was due to a herd of Terrhinos mating. And when giant, green, plant covered rhinoceros mate, everything around them gets trampled.  
 
    “I’d rather not wake up covered in dirt and roots, slowly having my body dissolve into a tasty mulch,” Tarn said drily, causing the Monk to swallow his complaints. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds pretty nasty,” Enrai said, bowing his head in defeat. Dora giggled and Ain just sighed, before asking the question that was on everyone’s mind. 
 
    “So, what are we dealing with here?” 
 
    “Nomad Trees,” Tarn stated.  
 
    “Really? Is that all?” Enrai asked, confused. “We have those in Qwan. They’re not dangerous at all!” 
 
    “There are different species of Nomad Trees,” the white-haired orc scolded. “See, the Sprawling Jungle has a large number of Bloody Nomad Trees. They strangle their prey with their roots and branches, bury them under the dirt, and turn them into fertilizer over the course of days, slowing sucking up the nutrients from the pulped remains.” 
 
    Enrai gagged at the mental image Tarn had brought up, while Ain and Dora both winced and scaled the trees Tarn directed them to without another word. The Monk joined them a few seconds later, silently and obediently laying his sleeping bag out in the crook of some branches.  
 
    “Looks like cold rations for dinner,” Dora said with a disappointed sigh. Tarn scampered up a tree nearby with a chuckle. 
 
    “At least they’re dry. Soggy and moldy food is most unpleasant.” 
 
    The group dug out their individual ration packs and began to eat quietly, unwilling to make much noise as the dusk settled around them. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “You’re so close,” a heavenly voice called out to her. “Reach, Dora! Find them! The fox and Utopia! Purple and armored!” 
 
    The half-orc tried to find the source of the voice, but all around her was silver.  
 
    “Lady Nia, where are you?” Dora cried out, confused and scared. 
 
    “I am here, Dora. But you must find them! Find your brothers-in-arms! Find the other two! Uncover the tools to your victory!” 
 
    “Why me?” she wept as the divine being called out to her. “Why me?” 
 
    The silver glowed brightly, then began to fade. There was no answer to her question as the darkness claimed the light. 
 
    Dora woke, blinking her eyes in confusion, then a groan. It was dark out, with only a tiny sliver of the moon above illuminating the jungle.  
 
    “Another dream,” Dora muttered to herself in annoyance, shifting onto her side so the tender beam of moonlight wasn’t on her face.  
 
    She stared into the darkness, before blinking, confused. At first, she thought it was tiredness that was making her see things that made no sense. But then the vision persisted, and the Healer was forced to accept that what she saw was, in fact, real. 
 
    Trees. Dozens of them, crawling across the ground in front of her. Some of them passed by so close she could have reached out and touched the blood red leaves on their swaying branches.  
 
    She didn’t, because the half-orc was not stupid. Even if she’d never seen one before, she’d heard the tales as well as Tarn and Enrai’s testimonies about these strange plants, these Nomad Trees. Able to move as if they were alive, Nomad Trees wandered around aimlessly, sucking up water and soaking in sunlight. Most were harmless. But not these particular ones. They were Bloody Nomad Trees, which made their own mulch and fertilizer by killing animals. Their branches and roots moved like tentacles, and they were big, solid trees which required equally big and strong weapons to fell. 
 
    The Nomad Trees were passing by the tree Dora was resting in. She watched, mesmerized, as the strange red leafed and black barked plants moved silently through the jungle, the only sound being a soft rustling as their leaves shook and their roots crunched through dirt. They moved seamlessly and smoothly through the thick jungle, somehow slipping between other trees with nary a sound. It was astonishing to watch. 
 
    A few minutes later and the parade of Bloody Nomad Trees passed and vanished into the depths of the Sprawling Jungle. Dora lay there for a while longer, staring after them. 
 
    “Quite the sight, eh?” 
 
    Dora jerked a bit in shock and turned a scathing glare at Tarn for startling her, who was also awake on the tree across from her. The older orc smirked back, before turning his gaze back into the jungle. 
 
    “The Sprawling Jungle holds many a wonder, and many more terrors. Can’t say I’d want to live anywhere else. This is my home. Always has been, always will be.” Tarn frowned at Dora. “Can you feel it? The call of the jungle?” 
 
    For a while Dora lay there in the branches, wrapped in her sleeping bag. She tried to feel something. There wasn’t any tug, nor sense of longing to stay. She felt nothing special for the ancient and magical jungle. Finally, she shook her head. 
 
    “I see,” Tarn said with a sad sigh. He then shrugged. “Well, I suppose that means your soul is meant to find its home elsewhere. Scarrot did. Or at least, I hope he found a home after he left. Sometimes you have to go where your heart and soul tell you to go. Ever feel that way?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dora whispered back. “I feel like that. Have done so for a while.”  
 
    Nia wanted her to do something. A task that would take her far beyond the borders of what she knew. But she was scared. Could she do it? And why her? 
 
    Tarn shot her a pitying look, sensing the turmoil within her. He said nothing, though, and closed his eyes to get some more sleep. Dora did so as well after a bit more pondering, and was glad when her dreams were devoid of silver. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18: Savages 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be skirting the wild orcs’ territory for the next two days,” Tarn revealed the next day to the travelers. “After that, we’ll be on a straight shot to Argyne.” 
 
    The quartet was leaning against the trees they had slept in and were eating a quick and bland breakfast. They were ready for what their guide had warned would be the most dangerous leg of their trek. 
 
    “Orcs are not as predictable as monsters, and that makes them far more deadly,” Tarn warned them again. “We cannot afford to antagonize any tribes out here, either, so if you spot a scout, alert me. If they don’t approach us, leave them be. Only if they come at us with intentions to harm should you fight back.” 
 
    Tarn then tapped his chin as he looked at Ain. “Spicy, think you can wrap something around your head for the next two days? It’d be best to hide your ears while we’re in this neck of the woods.” 
 
    “I can do so,” Ain agreed, and proceeded to wrap a strip of gauze around his head so that the bandages covered the pointed tips of his ears. The white-haired orc nodded in approval before looking over his supplies and the map one last time. 
 
    As Dora waited for them to finish up, the half-orc chewed lazily on a piece of dried jerky while observing the jungle. It was quiet, only a few morning birds and rodents making any noise this early.  
 
    As she watched her surroundings, a flash of color in the underbrush caught her attention. It had snagged her attention because it was not at all like the browns and greens that had been her constant companion throughout the jungle. It had been reddish. And it was moving. 
 
    Bending down towards the bush where she’d seen the color she held her breath as a beautiful red snake poked its head out of the greenery and stared up at her.  
 
    Calling the snake ‘red’ was not doing the reptile any justice. It was a rich yet soft red, the color of pomegranate, and the scales even looked like pomegranate seeds! Eyes the color of wine stared up at Dora, and she stared back. The creature was one of the most beautiful animals she’d seen since entering the jungle. Even in the Cracked Land she hadn’t encountered any beasts with such vibrant and exotic appearances like this snake before her. 
 
    Slowly, all the while keeping her eyes locked onto the snake’s, she held out the half-chewed piece of jerky to the creature. It licked the air with its tongue, then leaned forward and delicately bit the dried meat and pulled it from Dora’s fingers. 
 
    The Healer smiled fondly as the snake swallowed the meat and hissed contentedly. She giggled as it rubbed its head against her wrist.  
 
    “Girlie… back away slowly…” she suddenly heard Tarn whispered at her, and she gave him a confused look, which only grew more so as she spotted the terrified expression on his face. 
 
    “Why?”   
 
    “That is a Serpent of Aril, one of the most dangerous creatures within the Sprawling Jungle,” Tarn said slowly, never taking his terrified gaze off of the pinkish-red snake. 
 
    Dora tilted her head at that, and the snake copied her movement. 
 
    “Um, how? It’s not that big, or scary looking.” She turned to the tiny snake and stroked its head with a single finger. “He’s rather cute, actually!” 
 
    “Just trust me on this, Girlie,” Tarn pleaded. “Step back, and let it go on its merry way!” 
 
    The half-orc frowned, first at Tarn, then at the cute snake in the bush. It didn’t seem dangerous, but the guide hadn’t let them down yet. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Serpent of Aril decided it didn’t want to leave its new friend, and faster than anyone could blink, had slithered up Dora’s still outstretched arm before draping itself over her shoulders like a scaly scarf. 
 
    “Um, I don’t think it wants to leave,” Dora said with an awkward laugh. Tarn just stared at her in disbelief before shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of Grendal!” the Yellowmoon tribesman cried to the heavens. He then folded his arms and stared at the pinkish-red snake. It stared back. After a moment of trying to out-stare the serpent he heaved a sigh of defeat and turned away. 
 
    “It looks like it’s here to stay for now,” Tarn said in despair. “Girlie, it’s your job to feed it and keep it away from the rest of us until it decides to slither off.” 
 
    “Can you please explain what makes that snake so dangerous?” Enrai demanded, confused and bewildered by the old orc’s terrified reaction towards the creature. Ain nodded in agreement, also curious.  
 
    “I’ll talk as we walk,” Tarn said, pushing off into the trees. The trio quickly jogged after him, not wanting to be left behind. 
 
    Once they’d been walking for ten minutes Tarn revealed what he knew about the Serpent of Aril.  
 
    “You have some bizarre luck, Girlie,” Tarn said with a morbid chuckle. “A Serpent of Aril is a rare breed of snake. And the most dangerous in all the Sprawling Jungle. Not for its size though, but for its venom!” 
 
    “Ah, it’s a toxic snake,” Dora said, nodding in understanding. “Don’t worry, I know how to treat and cure poison.” 
 
    “Not this kind! A Serpent of Aril’s venom is nothing like anything you’ve ever encountered! It doesn’t kill you. Instead, it drives you mad!” Tarn warned, staying at least five feet from the snake wrapped around Dora’s shoulders. 
 
    “It’s damned dangerous! First, the venom makes you hallucinate. Victims see weird shapes and things that aren’t there. Then, they start to hear phantom sounds, feel phantom pains, smell phantom smells!” the white-haired orc cried. “After two to three days of this, the victim starts to forget things, and lose control of their emotions. One week after being bitten by a Serpent of Aril, the poor sap is either a frothing berserker attacking everything they see, or a drooling, brain-dead coma victim.” 
 
    The trio all winced. “Ergh, that sounds awful!” Dora exclaimed. “And this little guy is the cause of all that?” 
 
    “Damn straight!” Tarn stated firmly. “And the problem is, unless you have a Toadstone to counteract the poison, no antidote or spell on Erafore can save a bite victim from a Serpent of Aril’s venom!” 
 
    Dora gasped, while Ain and Enrai shared a concerned look with each other, and then took a few steps away from the half-orc and her new serpentine companion.  
 
    “A Toadstone,” the Healer muttered to herself in worry. “Those are only found in the brains of Dire Toads and rare breeds of magical amphibians. They’re the ultimate panacea for curing toxins used by reptiles and amphibians, even magical ones.” 
 
    “Yup. See why they’re so dangerous now?” Tarn scolded. 
 
    “But he seems harmless and friendly,” Dora mused, stroking the snake’s head fondly.  
 
    “Oh, they are. That’s the problem. Nicest creature in all the jungle,” the guide complained. “The accursed critters are just so Grendal-damned curious! If they see something that interests them, they’ll approach it without hesitation. But if threatened or startled by their object of interest then they start to bite. And there is nothing alive that is immune to their Madness Venom. Even dragons and Urdrai are susceptible.” 
 
    “Their fangs can pierce dragon scales?!” Ain gasped, shocked.  
 
    “Oh, most definitely. Insanely sharp teeth filled with untreatable insanity sauce. A winning combination,” Tarn deadpanned.  
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that this cute little guy and his friends only bite people when they’re scared,” Dora said, continuing to pet the Serpent of Aril. It hissed happily at her touch.  
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose that is the gist of what I’m warning you about…” 
 
    “Then it’s simple! I just have to make it doesn’t get scared and everything will be fine!” Dora declared proudly. 
 
    Tarn slapped his forehead in exasperation. “You know, I really can’t bring myself to care anymore. Just… do what you want. But when it bites you, please don’t expect a refund.” 
 
    “Um, she’d be dead if she gets bitten, why would she want a refund?” Ain wondered. 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” the orc said. “I was guiding another group through the jungle a few years back and one of them angered an Impaler. As its name implies, it impaled the poor sap through the stomach and left him for dead after we drove it off. And the fool demanded I refund him the money he’d paid me! While he was dying!” 
 
    “We managed to patch him up and save his life, but he kept demanding I give him a refund even when it was his stupidity that got him hurt in the first place! Honestly, every year I escort one group that is completely out of its mind.” 
 
    “Do we have the honor of being this year’s craziest group?” Enrai asked hopefully.  
 
    “It’s not something to be proud of, Baldy!” Tarn shouted at the Monk. “But yes, so far Girlie’s little stunt has put her at the top of the list for this year. It’ll probably take someone bathing in Piranha Pond while covered in succulent gravy to top it.” 
 
    “Is that…” Dora began, only to be cut off by Tarn’s scowl. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, it is something that could happen. Because it already did.” 
 
    The rest of the walk continued on in disturbed silence. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Much to Tarn’s disbelief, the Serpent of Aril caused no problems at all the entire day. It didn’t even do anything at night, choosing to cuddle up with Dora in her sleeping bag for warmth. The old orc was disappointed the pinkish-red snake hadn’t decided to leave them alone during the night, but he was content to let Dora handle it while he stayed as far away as politely and reasonably possible.  
 
    “Come on, I promise he won’t hurt you!” Dora said, trying to convince Tarn to pet the snake.  
 
    “No! They can smell fear, and I am basting in that emotion!” Tarn retorted.  
 
    “Why do we always think that animals like it when they smell our terror? I’d think fear would make meat taste kind of bad,” Enrai said, scratching his head in thought. 
 
    “I agree, fear makes meat stringy and hard. Predators prefer happy prey,” Ain added. 
 
    “You two are not helping!” Dora scolded, before stroking the Serpent of Aril’s head. “There, there, those loud sillies sure are weird, huh?” 
 
    The pinkish-red snake hissed, seemingly in agreement, and Dora smirked. “Ha! See?” 
 
    “Quiet!” Tarn sudden shushed the group, and they paused mid-step.  
 
    “What is it?” Ain asked, straining his ears. The cloth he’d wrapped around his head muffled the sounds around him, rendering his hearing no better than that of a human. He still tried, however. 
 
    “We have company,” the guide said slowly. Dora blinked and looked around the jungle. She couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but now that Tarn had spoken up, she realized the area was strangely silent. 
 
    Enrai and Ain came to the same conclusion a moment later and tensed up, the former clenching his fist while the latter went for his saber, resting his palm on the hilt but not drawing it. 
 
    Tarn barked out something in the orcish language, and at first Dora thought he was talking to her, but that idea proved to be false when over a dozen orcs in warpaint melted out of the jungle’s shadows. They clutched wooden and stone weapons, mostly clubs and crude spears, though a few carried looted steel weapons like axes and swords.  
 
    One of the orcs who had appeared shouted something back at Tarn. Dora only caught a few words, but they weren’t encouraging. ‘Trespassing,’ ‘filthy,’ and ‘elves’ weren’t good words to hear together.  
 
    Tarn bellowed something back, jabbing a finger at his three employers, laughed, then shook his head violently.  
 
    “What are they saying?” Enrai hissed at Dora. 
 
    “Um, it’s a bit jumbled, but the wild orc talking to Tarn, who is calling himself Raid Leader Nurd, says a scout saw some elfish trespassers in the jungle. Tarn responded by saying there were no elves here, and that he was crazy to think that,” the half-orc, absent-mindedly stroking the Serpent of Aril on her shoulders to keep it calm. 
 
    The Raid Leader bristled at Tarn’s accusation, and then brandished a large war club in the Yellowmoon tribesman’s face. Embedded in the club was a large chunk of topaz that was glowing faintly. The white-haired guide grimaced as the Raid Leader shouted at him. 
 
    “This could be bad,” Dora warned Ain and Enrai under her breath. When they looked at her in confusion, she discreetly pointed to the war club. “That weapon in his hands can detect elves. If anyone with at least a quarter elvish blood comes within a hundred meters of it, the gem will start glowing. It’s how they know about your presence, Ain, despite the hidden ears.” 
 
    Dora then frowned as she heard something that piqued her interest. “That’s odd. Give me a second.” 
 
    “Tarn! What was that last thing he just said?” she asked the guide, drawing attention to herself in the process. 
 
    “Now is not the time, Girlie!” Tarn growled. 
 
    “I need to know what he said! Who passed by here recently?” 
 
    “Fine, if it’ll keep you quiet, Nurd here said that a half-elf with torn ears traveled through their territory with a human partner,” Tarn said quickly. “Said half-elf smelled like blood and had a cursed battle axe!” 
 
    “That sounds disturbingly familiar,” Enrai said, recalling the last person they’d met that fit that description.  
 
    “Bane was here?!” Ain hissed furiously. The wild orcs surrounding the group tensed up at the Spellsword’s sudden burst of anger, and Tarn hastily barked out reassurances.  
 
    “Seems that way,” Dora replied slowly, translating the rest of the information Raid Leader Nurd had barked at them. “He cut down every orc that tried to attack him and his companion. He killed twenty of them before they gave up.”  
 
    “If he is here…” 
 
    “He’s not. Bane the Butcher passed by ‘a moon hence.’ Or, in Common, last month,” Dora quickly stated. Ain simmered in his rage, but a hand on his shoulder courtesy of Enrai calmed the Grand Elf down. 
 
    “Is Tarn going to be able to talk these guys down?” Enrai asked worriedly once his friend was calm and collected once more. “Because I don’t think I’ll be able to control my Fire mana if it comes to a fight.” 
 
    Still concerned about Ain’s reaction to the news that the infamous mercenary who had fought them back in Saluda was in the Sprawling Jungle, Dora shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. These orcs really don’t like elves. I mean, they really, really hate them. Every adjective used to describe an elf that has come out of these wild orcs’ mouths has been an insult. Plus, they’re really angry at Bane so I think they might want to take their frustration out on us.” 
 
     Enrai frowned at that but said nothing. Instead, he chose to keep an eye on the surrounding wild orcs. Tarn continued to shout at the Raid Leader in orcish, but it was clear a peaceful resolution was not on the menu. 
 
    “Gorbzt!” Raid Leader Nurd roared.  
 
    ‘Attack!’ Dora’s mind translated for her. She whipped out her crossbow and fired it into the crowd of wild orcs as they surged forward. An orc with red warpaint fell, the crossbow bolt between his eyes. She reloaded quickly, years of practice making her movements smooth and efficient. A second bolt went thudding into the chest of another tribesman, knocking him off his feet. 
 
    Ain drew his saber and let lightning crawl along its edge before swinging it in an arc towards the enemy forces. A crescent-shaped shockwave of electrical energy shot forth, cutting two orcs in half. The Spellsword stabbed forward and unleashed a bolt of lightning at an orc with a large, painted wooden shield. Surprisingly, the shield stopped the magic attack, glowing brightly as the painted runes resisted the spell.  
 
    “Crackling Lance!” Ain shouted, sending a twisted, drill-shaped spear of lightning at the shield-wielding orc. The second, more powerful follow-up attack from the Grand Elf obliterated the shield and its wielder.  
 
    With Enrai, he spun around and lashed out with a kick towards a group of raiders who were trying to sneak up behind them. A cannonball of compressed air shot out and slammed into the orcs, scattered them while also breaking bones. He then leapt into the air and began to deliver a series of palm strikes which sent shockwaves of bludgeoning air into the few wild orcs who had primitive bows and arrows. They were knocked down, their crude projectile weapons shattered, and their own bodies pummeled so badly blood leaked from their mouths. 
 
    The Monk landed while panting heavily, embers spilling from his fingers as the adrenaline spurred his Fire element mana into a frenzy. It was perhaps the most volatile Element of magic, and it demanded to be used. For the moment, though, Enrai resisted the urge to burn everything down. He wanted to see what the wild orcs would do now that their assault was broken.   
 
    After seeing the first wave decimated by the trio with barely any effort on their part, the rest of the orcs stopped in their tracks, warily eyeing them. Raid Leader Nurd snarled in fury and disbelief as yet again his warriors were bested by outsiders. 
 
    “You can’t beat us,” Dora said, stepping forward toward the wild orc commander. “Turn around now, and you can spare your men further pain.” 
 
    She hoped that the wild orcs would retreat after witnessing how outmatched they were, but her hopes were dashed when Nurd shook with rage as he stared at her. 
 
    “You dare speak to me as if you are my better?! You, a filthy half-blood?!” Nurd screamed in guttural Common. He lunged at her, topaz-studded warclub raised high. She flinched back, and Ain and Enrai prepared to leap to her defense. 
 
    An angry ‘Hiss!’ filled the air, and the Serpent of Aril around Dora’s shoulders shot forward, leaping off of her. Its fangs sank deep into the startled wild orc’s neck, and he screeched in shock and pain. Nurd tried to tear the snake from his throat, but it evaded his clumsy grasps and detached from the Raid Leader’s neck on its own.  
 
    It landed in the grass, hissing loudly at the surrounding orcs who quickly backed away in terror upon recognizing just what had attacked their commander. 
 
    “Kezu shal,” one of the orcs muttered, staring first at the Serpent of Aril, and then at Dora whom it had leapt to the defense of.  
 
    “Kezu shal,” a few other wild orcs repeated, awe and fear in their expressions as they looked at the half-orc. 
 
    Then, as one, the raiders bowed, and stepped away from her group, disappearing back into the Sprawling Jungle’s depths. They left behind the corpses, as well as the writhing body of Nurd whose screams had turned hoarse and feeble as the Madness Venom coursed through his veins. 
 
    Soon, it was only the traveling quartet left. Ain sheathed his sword, Enrai did a few quick calming breaths to regain control of his Fire mana, and Dora slipped her crossbow back into position on her back. 
 
    That left Tarn to stare at the group in utter disbelief.  
 
    “…What did I just see?” he demanded incredulously.  
 
    “I told you we were stronger than we looked,” Enrai said smugly. Dora nodded in agreement as she bent down to where the Serpent of Aril sat, offering it her arm. With a happy hiss it slithered up her arm and settled back down onto her shoulders. 
 
    “You practically ripped them apart!” Tarn stated, still not sure he believed what he’d witnessed. 
 
    “To be fair, against a group that didn’t have powerful magic users like us, they’d have been more of a threat,” Ain said generously. “However, unfortunately for them, Enrai and I are both very skilled at what we do and in how we fight.” 
 
    “So, how much farther till we reach Argyne?” Dora inquired after offering a quick prayer for the souls of the fallen wild orcs. Tarn shook his head to clear his thoughts before answering.  
 
    “Um, less than a week. Four days, if things go well,” the elderly orc revealed. The half-orc gave him a grin that was not befitting a Healer. 
 
    “Excellent. Now, let’s keep going.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19: The Unchained 
 
      
 
    “That’s Argyne?” Dora asked incredulously as she stared at the interior of the city past the gates. She wasn’t sure what to expect from the sole human city in the Dreadlands. A towering fortress would have made sense, given how violent the denizens of the Sprawling Jungle were. And while there was a large, heavily fortified wall encircling the city, most of the city didn’t match her expectations. 
 
    “Yup. Good old Argyne, the City of Relaxation,” Tarn said with an amused smile as he observed the bewildered expressions on the half-orc, elf, and human as they walked into the city. Even the pinkish-red snake looked taken aback. 
 
    The city was a beach resort. Dozens of bungalows and cozy cottages lined a pristine white beach, while palm trees swayed lazily in the breeze, providing shade for the people walking along straight and clean streets.  
 
    Vibrant colors decorated every building, all of which were built for looks rather than defensive purposes. Every other store sold knick-knacks, novelty items, and souvenirs. And there was none of the oppressive air of the Sprawling Jungle. Enrai could feel his mana being freed from the ancient magical jungle’s presence.  
 
    The population of the city was diverse. While humans were the most numerous, orcs were a close second, and there were elves, dwarves, gnomes, and even a few beastkin and merfolk wandering around, the latter using enchanted, floating bubbles to carry them around given their lack of legs.  
 
    “Yeah, first-timers always have the same expression of dumbfounded disbelief,” Tarn said with a laugh.  
 
    “Why is… I mean how… I always heard that the Orrian colonies over here were sad and depressing shanty towns!” Dora exclaimed, the Serpent of Aril on her shoulders hissing in what sounded like agreement.  
 
    “You’re not wrong, most of the colonial settlements are trash heaps populated by criminals and the poor. Wild orc raids and general lack of access to resources made the colonies a money-sink for the Orrian kingdoms, so when the Veil of Mists fell and Drakon with all its easily accessible goods was rediscovered, they pretty much abandoned their Dreadland colonies,” Tarn explained as he led the trio through the streets. 
 
    “Two centuries ago, though, one of the kings of Varia was approached by some merchants from the Crawling Coast with an interesting business proposal, and together they revitalized the largest of the Dreadland’s colonies into a combination port and resort,” the Yellowmoon tribesman explained. “Argyne here is now the main stopover point for ships coming and going from Val’Narash, as well as a massive holiday resort for rich travelers. They turned the decrepit city, once a cesspool of crime, into a semi-autonomous city-state that is all about fun and games!”  
 
    “Gambling is legal here, and all sorts of sports are held in the stadium,” Tarn explained, pointing out the various buildings. “And the market is one of the best around! Argyne went from nothing to something quickly, and its existence has also helped Graz Yur Yenod’s economy and expansion.” 
 
    “No wonder the Unchained Legion have their main base here! It’s great!” Enrai cheered, staring at all the beautiful, scantily clad women everywhere. 
 
    “Actually, the Legion was here long before the rebuilding. They pretty much squatted here before Argyne was revitalized, and were the sole reason it wasn’t completely overrun and turned into a pirate’s den like Flotsam and Jetsam, two other former colonies that were abandoned,” Tarn explained. “Now, they’re the main source of defense for the city. The city government pays the Unchained Legion a retainer fee and allows them to own a large amount of tax-free land, and in exchange the mercenaries patrol the jungle and repel monsters, wild orcs, bandits and pirates.” 
 
    “I see,” Dora said slowly. “So, how do I meet them for a request?” 
 
    “Normally, you’d just go to their fortress-mansion and speak to whoever was on guard duty to pass along a message, but since you’re looking to meet with the Avatar of Kuronos, that may take a bit longer,” Tarn said.  
 
    “Do you have any contacts who might be able to get us a meeting with an officer of the Unchained Legion?” Enrai asked. 
 
    “I suppose I could ask around,” the elderly orc mused. “I don’t know anyone from the Legion personally, but one of my friends might know something.” 
 
    He then pointed to a hotel. “Speaking of friends, here we are! One of the finest places to stay while in Argyne! The Crab Shack!” 
 
    “That is a terrible name for a business that doesn’t serve food made from crustaceans,” Ain said as he stared up at the hotel Tarn had brought them to. Dora and Enrai silently agreed. 
 
    The hotel was a three-story building covered in crabs. Painted pictures of crabs lined the walls while dried crab shells were glued to the parts that weren’t painted. The decorations were over the top with the crab-based theme. 
 
    Tarn merely laughed when he saw the trio’s expressions. “Yeah, my friend is a bit weird. But at least he likes me enough to give discounts to my customers! Come on in, I’ll get us set up.” 
 
    The group walked inside, and found the interior just as tackily decorated. In the lobby nets were strung up in place of window curtains, and attached to the far wall there was a large glass aquarium in which a dozen multicolored crabs swam. There were tables set up in another part of the ground floor, and the tasty smells coming from it showed that there was an attached restaurant. Despite the building’s horrendous decor, there were a lot of guests milling about, chatting and acting impressed with the Crab Shack’s style.  
 
    “I guess tourists want tacky when they’re on vacation,” Dora muttered in disbelief. The snake on her shoulders hissed in agreement.  
 
    “No sane person would want to live in a place like this,” Enrai agreed solemnly.  
 
    “Yes, it’s all true!” a flamboyant voice called out. Approaching them was a half-orc with red hair and a wide smile on his face. He wore a strange, tie dyed shirt with flower patterns all over it, and baggy shorts with sandals. Based on the wrinkles he had, he was probably as old as Tarn, perhaps a tad younger. 
 
    “Ah, Belro, old friend! Good to see business is booming!” the jungle guide said happily, shaking the male half-orc’s hands vigorously. 
 
    “And good to see you! Shorz jorz!” 
 
    “Shorz tuz!” Tarn replied. He then gestured to Dora, Enrai, and Ain when his hand was released. “These are the ones I escorted through the Sprawling Jungle this time. They’re Girlie, Baldy, and Spicy. Introduce yourselves!” 
 
    “My name is Dora. Dora Halfmoon,” the mint green-skinned Healer said with a shake of her head, and then offering one to Tarn’s friend. He took it enthusiastically, somehow not noticing the large red snake draped across her shoulders. 
 
    “Enrai,” the Qwanese Monk introduced, taking the man’s hand next. 
 
    “Ain,” the Spellsword said next. The two chose to keep their last names private, just in case they had to do some potentially illegal things to get Dora in to see the Unchained Legion. No last names meant less of a connection to who they really were. 
 
    Belro the half-orc just nodded, a happy smile on his face, before it morphed into a frown. 
 
    “Oh dear, oh dear, look at you three! Oh, it must have been a harsh trek through the jungles!” 
 
    “Actually, it was rather pleasant. We only had to hide from monsters a few times,” Dora replied. Tarn and Belro both chuckled at her plucky attitude. 
 
    “Still, you must be tired, hungry, and worst of all, filthy from such a hard journey. Please, let me show you to the baths so you can get cleaned up!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Dora tried to protest, but she was shushed by the older half-orc. 
 
    “No, no, no! A young lady and her strapping companions should not be left in such a sad state! And especially not friends of Tarn!” 
 
    The orc in question just snickered at the expressions on the three travelers. “Don’t try fighting Belro on this, kids. You’ll just lose after he wears you down with incessant nagging. Best just to take a bath now and avoid being thrown into the ocean later.” 
 
    The trio looked at Belro warily, who just smirked and shot them a wink. “Tarn is right, you know. Now, would you like scented soap and shampoo?” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “That bath was lovely,” Dora moaned happily as she sunk into the squishy softness of a bed. She was wrapped in a fluffy white bathrobe, courtesy of Belro. “And this bed! Oooh, this feels wonderful!” 
 
    “How long has it been since I’ve felt this clean and comfortable?” she asked the Serpent of Aril who rested on the bed alongside her. “Probably not since Creidor. But even then, Reed’s baths just don’t compare to the one here! What did he call it again? A ‘spa?’” 
 
    The pinkish-red snake said nothing in response, content to lie in a sunbeam and soak up warm rays.  
 
    “Yeah, that seems nice,” Dora said drowsily, trying and failing to stifle a yawn. “Hmmm, maybe just a short nap…” 
 
    She closed her eyes. ‘Maybe just a few minutes,’ she thought to herself. ‘I can close my eyes for a few minutes…’ 
 
    Dora wasn’t sure when it had happened, but a short time after shutting her eyelids she found herself surrounded by silver. The half-orc heaved out a sigh as she took in the familiar landscape.  
 
    “This is starting to get old,” she muttered despondently.  
 
    “Utopia… find Utopia…” 
 
    “Lady Nia?” Dora gasped, hearing the goddess’ voice.  
 
    “Amongst the Lost can Utopia be found!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she cried out, looking around for a glimpse of the goddess of love.  
 
    “Please, don’t you have anything else to say?” Dora pleaded when no further answer came to her. “I just want to save my family! I’m not a hero, I can’t save the world as well!” 
 
    Still no reply, and the Healer fought back tears. “I just… I just wanted… why can’t I have a normal life?” 
 
    “I find ‘normal’ to be overrated.” 
 
    Dora gasped and looked about, trying to find the unfamiliar voice.  
 
    “Who said that?! Who goes there?! I swear, if you’re a demon, I’ll cut you!” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa! Sorry, there, I didn’t mean to startle you!” Dora zeroed in on the voice and found an indistinct, hazy ball of purplish light floating beside her a few feet away. 
 
    Curious, she floated closer. “You don’t seem demonic or devilish,” Dora said, poking the ball of light with a finger, which giggled at the touch. “Nor fiendish or monstrous.” 
 
     “He-he! Stop, that tickles!” the ball of light complained. Dora smirked, then poked it again. She did that a few more times before growing bored of hearing the boyish laughter from her attempts to find out what the orb of light was. 
 
    “So, who are you and why are you here in my dream?” she demanded, folding her arms. 
 
    “Your dream? This isn’t supposed to be a dream!” the ball exclaimed.  
 
    “A likely story,” Dora scoffed. 
 
    “No, it’s true! I was looking around a place I know and found a strange door that took me to this silvery place, and then heard you almost crying.” 
 
    “I wasn’t crying!” she shouted angrily. 
 
    “Of course not, I’m sorry for implying!” the ball said, backing away from her anger. 
 
    Dora shook her head, disgusted with herself for getting back at a harmless orb of purple energy. “No, don’t apologize, it was rude of me to snap at you when you were just trying to help.” 
 
    She frowned. “You are trying to help me feel better and not, say, steal my soul?” 
 
    “No! I’m not after your soul!” the orb replied. “I just, well, I can’t help but want to make young, cute girls happy when they’re sad. Call it an old habit.” 
 
    Dora laughed. She didn’t sense any malice coming from the orb, and it seemed nice, if a bit childish.  
 
    “I doubt you could help me.” 
 
    “Come on, just try me! I’ll have you know, I’ve done all sorts of things people have called ‘impossible!’” 
 
    “The slavers who took me in after I ran away from an abusive town have been kidnapped by strange monsters that are holding them captive in the Lost City of Targua. To rescue the only family I have left after my father ran away and my mother was accidentally killed by a noble, I have to enlist the aid of the Avatar of Kuronos, who currently lives with the Unchained Legion, a mercenary army that utterly despises slavers.” 
 
    There was a long moment of stunned silence. 
 
    “Oh, jeez,” the orb uttered in disbelief. “Yeah, that, um… huh. Yeah, that’s certainly… a thing.” 
 
    “Yes, I realize how ridiculous it all sounds, but that is what I have to deal with,” Dora said, pushing her bangs out of her face with a tired sigh. “And that doesn’t even get into the full story of my life!” 
 
    “Well, uh, that certainly is one heck of a life,” the orb said awkwardly. “And I really can’t help much with any of it. But, would you maybe like some advice?” 
 
    “Sure, couldn’t hurt to have more,” the Healer said after thinking it over. She could always ignore it if it was unhelpful advice, and the orb turned out to be some sort of disguised demon.  
 
    “First, I have to ask: do you have friends?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Two of them, who are very close to my heart,” Dora said, thinking fondly of Ain and Enrai. “I don’t know why they’ve kept on helping me, but I can’t thank them enough.” 
 
    “My advice is to rely on them. It might seem ‘obvious’ to do so, but trust me, you can’t do everything on your own, or shoulder all the burdens alone. It took me a while to figure that out myself.” 
 
    Dora nodded slowly. The orb’s advice was indeed basic and obvious, but it filled her heart and soul with an ember of hope. She did have people she could rely on!  
 
    “Thank you, mysterious purple orb,” Dora said, patting the ball of light fondly. It chuckled warmly. 
 
    “No problem. Here’s hoping you save your family!” 
 
    The realm of silver began to fade, and the orb flickered out of existence. As the silky darkness rolled in, Lady Nia’s voice echoed in her ears. 
 
    “Find Utopia…” 
 
    Dora didn’t know what the goddess meant, but she felt confident now after that pep talk.  
 
    “I will,” she declared. A pleased hum rang through her dreams, and then everything vanished. 
 
    A second later, the Healer’s eyes opened slowly. Dora yawned and stretched. 
 
    “Mmm, how long was I asleep for?” she mumbled, looking around the room. The sun was setting outside her window, and her snake friend had left the bed at some point to curl up on the windowsill and soak in the last of the orange rays of the day.  
 
    Dora’s stomach growled, and she flinched in embarrassment. The Serpent of Aril’s head perked up in curiosity when it heard her belly speak, and hissed at her in hello. 
 
    “Hey there, little guy,” she said, standing up and walking over to join the red scaled snake as it watched the sunset. “Wanna go get some dinner?” 
 
    It hissed eagerly, and she offered it her arm to coil around. “Come on, let’s go see if they have any eggs. I remember you really liked them when you found some in that parrot nest the other day.” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Yesterday had been fun and relaxing, but Dora was determined to see her work through. With some words from Belro and Tarn, the trio were directed to the heavily fortified base of the famous mercenary army.  
 
    “This is the headquarters of the Unchained Legion?” Dora asked in surprise. 
 
    “Part of me was expecting this,” Enrai admitted. 
 
    The fortress-mansion was built on the far side of Argyne proper, closer to the walls and the monster-infested jungle than any other building. It covered a huge tract of fenced in land that served as training grounds for the mercenaries, and the building where the troops bunked was enormous.  
 
    What surprised the group the most were the brightly painted colors of the structures. The militant layout clashed with the festive décor. Even the equipment of the mercenaries who were wandering around were colorful, though a closer inspection showed that the armaments were quality gear, the color doing nothing to lessen their effectiveness.  
 
    Watching teams of outlandishly dressed warriors perform military maneuvers was like seeing clowns march in lockstep. Surreal, and similar to the contents of a fever dream. 
 
    “It does fit the theme of the rest of the city, despite how out of place it feels,” Ain commented after a few more seconds of staring.  
 
    They weren’t the only ones observing the Unchained Legion. Several groups of casually dressed men and women were watching the mercenaries train. Their headquarters was as much a part of the tourist attractions of the city as any other place within Argyne.  
 
    “Let’s see if we can find someone to talk to about an audience with the Avatar,” Dora whispered to her friends. They nodded and the trio slipped away from the crowd of tourists and headed to the entrance of the compound.  
 
    There was a gate that prevented entry being guarded by a duo of mercenaries that looked like a good place to start. Dora approached them with a greeting. 
 
    “Hello! I’d like to talk to your superiors about a personal matter.” 
 
    “Are you here to sign up?” 
 
    “Um, no,” Dora denied. 
 
    “Are you here to ask for a tour?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you here to hire us for a job?” 
 
    “No?” Dora said, tacking a question mark onto the end of her word. “Well, maybe. Would I be able to get an audience with the Avatar of Kuronos if I made a job request?” 
 
    The two guards stiffened up and their bored expressions sharpened. “How do you know about the Avatar?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Dora asked, confused. “I was told to find him here, with the Unchained Legion. Is he not in right now?” 
 
    “Dora, I don’t think the information you were given is common knowledge,” Ain whispered to her as the elf noticed the guards tightening their grips on their weapons. 
 
    A worried look flashed across her face, and the Serpent of Aril around her shoulders hissed softly as she tensed up. 
 
    “Oh. OH! Is, uh, there any chance we can speak to someone in charge?” she asked with a nervous laugh. 
 
    The two guards shared a look before one of them nodded at the other and took off running back to the palatial barracks.  
 
    “Stay here,” the remaining guard commanded. The trio nodded hastily.  
 
    They did not have to wait long, as less than five minutes later the guard who’d darted off returned.  
 
    “The General wants to see them,” he said to his fellow gate-guard, who nodded and ushered the three outsiders inside.  
 
    “You have a lovely training ground,” Dora said lamely as she, Enrai, and Ain were escorted through the compound towards the central building. 
 
    “Thank you,” the guard replied, accepting the compliment. “We have mages and groundskeepers who can transform the field into any sort of terrain necessary for training.” 
 
    “I hear you guys are expert monster hunters. Ever taken down a dragon before?” Enrai asked curiously as they stepped into the mansion-like building. 
 
    “The Unchained Legion prides itself in having taking down at least one of every creature native to Erafore,” the guardsman said proudly. “From Arc Whales to Urdrai, we’ve hunted them all!” 
 
    “Impressive,” Ain said, partly at the legionnaire’s boast, partly at the collection of stuffed animals and other hunting trophies that filled the interior of the building.  
 
    The Serpent of Aril looked around at the large number of curious creatures it had never seen before but chose to remain on Dora’s shoulders. She was glad for that. The half-orc was not keen on losing track of her new companion and telling the members of the Unchained Legion that she’d lost one of the Sprawling Jungle’s most dangerous denizens inside their home. That would not make them more eager to help her. 
 
    As the trio was led deeper into the mansion, Dora grew more and more nervous. ‘What can I say or do to convince them to help me? I can’t just go and meet their boss and say ‘Hey, want to help me rescue my family who also happen to be slavers?’ Yeah, that’ll go well!’ 
 
    While these worried thoughts rushed through the Healer’s head, the group was brought before a large wooden door that possessed an emblem of a golden spear piercing a length of silver chains.  
 
    “The General is through here,” he announced, before pushing the door open. Inside was a cozy sitting room. A fireplace crackled away merrily, though the flames were a dark blue and gave off no heat. Rather, they seemed to suck the warmth from the room, leaving a nice, cool atmosphere within.  
 
    All around the room were dozens of stuffed creatures, all mounted so they were looking inwards towards the center of the room. The center itself had several chairs set up around a table. Atop the table was a tea set, from which a lovely smell of mint emanated.  
 
    One of the chairs was already occupied by a half-elf with a series of long claw mark shaped scars trailing down the right side of his head. He sipped from a tea cup and watched expressionlessly as the trio entered. 
 
    “Welcome to the Lodge of the Unchained Legion,” he uttered in a thick Noran accent. He then gestured to the unoccupied chairs. “Sit. Drink if you wish.” 
 
    The group obeyed, sitting down in the free chairs. Once they had done so, the half-elf nodded at the legionnaire who’d escorted them, who saluted and closed the door, leaving the trio alone with the scarred veteran hunter.  
 
    “I am Savaros Tyne, Master of the Hunt and General of the Unchained Legion. Now, please explain to me how a half-orc Healer, an elfish Spellsword, and a Monk from Distant Qwan know that the current Avatar of Kuronos is with us.” The half-elf leaned forward, a glint of steel flashing through his eyes. “Don’t lie. I dislike it when people do so.” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said the knowledge was payment for completing a task for a man I didn’t know was evil until after the fact?” Dora asked with a nervous chuckle. “Because that’s what happened.” 
 
    Savaros Tyne stared at her for a long time, before his gaze flickered across the faces of the other two. They lingered on the live Serpent of Aril that she was wearing as a scarf before returning to her own pale bluish-purple eyes.  
 
    “Well, you’re not lying. Though the fact that you’re not willing to inform me of who exactly told you is quite vexing.” He shook his head and placed his tea cup down on the table. “But, that doesn’t matter right now. How many people know what you do about the Avatar?” 
 
    “Um, just my two companions here and the guide who led us through the jungle,” Dora said. 
 
    “I see. Then tell me, why do you wish to speak with the Avatar,” he said, folding his arms.  
 
    “I need his help finding my family,” she said. “I was told that as the living embodiment of the God of the Hunt, he would be able to use his powers to locate them and open a path to where they’re being held.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where they are?” Savaros asked. 
 
    “The Lost City of Targua,” Dora said, looking down at her hands. Even so, she didn’t miss the twitch that went through the leader of the Unchained Legion.  
 
    “The Lost City, huh,” he muttered. “They say it was the center of the arts in the ancient empire of Val’Narash. Statues of gold and silver, paintings made with rare and magical substances, musical scores that could bring even a demon to tears. But it all vanished the day of the Great Calamity. Now, it drifts through the Aether as an untethered ruin, appearing here and there for brief moments and infested by unnatural denizens of the beyond.” 
 
    “And that is the place you want to go? All for the sake of a band of slavers?” 
 
    Dora looked up sharply at that, shock warring with confusion in her eyes. Enrai and Ain tensed, before shooting concerned looks at their surroundings. Was it their imagination, or had the stuffed animals moved for a second? 
 
    “Oh yes, I know you, Dora Halfmoon, Healer for the Yellowmoon Menagerie of the Cracked Land,” Savaros Tyne declared, a smirk crossing his lips as he enjoyed her stupefied expression. “We may despise that hellhole you call a home, but we understand that knowledge is power, and have our own band of informants working up there in that dusty wasteland. As such, we know all about how the Menagerie was ‘wiped out,’ and how one of their surviving members has traveled across the Dreadlands in search of a way to save them.” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I was surprised – and a little bit impressed – to hear how you helped cure an entire city of Creeping Rot in Saluda, and took out the Necromancer responsible yourself. But one – albeit massive – good deed does not make up for the decades the Yellowmoon Menagerie has operated. You will not be helped in your quest to save your ‘family,’” the half-elf said, a sneer entering his tone as he said the word ‘family.’  
 
    “I don’t want your help! The only person I want to talk to is the Avatar!” Dora shouted, slamming her hands on the table and shooting up out of her seat.  
 
    Ain and Enrai looked at the ‘dead’ animals nervously. There was definitely movement going on with the trophies. A twitch here, a shifted limb there. It wasn’t Necromancy animating their remains, Dora would have noticed the presence of Dark magic. Some other kind of defense mechanism?  
 
    The pair were proud of their combat skills, but some of the creatures on display here looked fearsome. They could handle humans and humanoids easily, but something with six legs, a mouth the same size as its own body, and covered in sharp, dagger-like quills would be a challenge. 
 
    “The Avatar is part of the Legion. And if I say the Legion will not help you, no one will go against my command,” Savaros said with a harsh glare. It then morphed into a cruel grin. “Besides, your ‘family’ was just a bunch of slavers. The world is better off without them.” 
 
    A growl escaped Dora’s throat, and the Serpent of Aril hissed angrily at the half-elf. He narrowed his eyes at them and suddenly an oppressive, gut-churning sensation hit the group. Dora was forced back into her seat, and the snake on her shoulders cowered in fear, ducking its head down the back of her shirt to hide.  
 
    “Killing intent!” Enrai gasped out, recognizing the Qwanese intimidation technique.  
 
    “A little application of anger-infused mana, and the crowd goes silent,” Savaros Tyne said, cutting back on the wave of malice pinning the trio in place. He then gestured lazily to the door. “Please leave. You are no longer welcome here.” 
 
    Dora wanted to say something, wanted to argue, but she couldn’t. She’d felt his power, and it was above Enrai and Ain’s own level of strength.  
 
    ‘An S-ranked warrior,’ she thought to herself. It was nowhere near as overwhelming as Vord’s presence had been, but it was clear that this half-elf was more than a match for her two friends. 
 
    She couldn’t fight this man. Worse, if she tried to do so, she’d just make an enemy of the rest of the Unchained Legion, and possibly even the entire city which they guarded. She got out of the chair stiffly and marched from the room, Ain and Enrai following behind her.  
 
    Savaros Tyne continued to sit and watch them leave, his expression returning to blank indifference. He reached over and took the tea, sipped it, waved his free hand in a complex gesture. The assorted stuffed animals shifted and returned to their original positions. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Enrai asked as Dora stomped angrily away from the Unchained Legion’s headquarters.  
 
    “If the Legion won’t talk to me directly, I’ll do find another way to contact the Avatar,” she uttered through clenched teeth. “I will rescue my family, no matter what it takes!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 20: An Avatar and a Chosen One 
 
      
 
    “And stay out! Again!” Dora grunted in annoyance and mild pain as she was thrown out of the Unchained Legion’s compound for the second time in as many days. 
 
    She got back on her feet and dusted herself off with a scowl, shooting a glare back at the Legion’s compound.  
 
    “You know I’ll be back!” she shouted, shaking her fist at the gate. 
 
    “Mommy, why is that lady still trying to sneak into the peacock soldiers’ house?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sweetie.” 
 
    Dora bit back a growl of annoyance as she heard yet another comment from random tourists about her failed attempt to find the Avatar of Kuronos. She knew he had to be in there somewhere but hadn’t found a trace of him at all. She’d been caught sneaking around before she’d found much of anything, honestly. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” she vowed darkly, stomping off. Once she was a few blocks from the Legion’s compound, the tears she had been holding in threatened to spill out of her eyes, and she pressed her forehead against the brick wall in front of her. 
 
    “Damn it,” she whimpered softly. “I’ll never find him at this rate.” 
 
    She turned around and slid down the wall, cradling her face into her knees. She was broken and tired. Everything was going wrong.  
 
    “I thought things were supposed to get better when I came to Argyne,” she muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what they all say.” 
 
    Dora looked up sharply and saw a man in tattered rags and a moldy straw hat standing in front of her. He had a scraggly black beard, and his skin was an odd dark brown color, like a mix between an Earth Elf’s and a Val’Narashi Amazonian’s. He wore a wide, lopsided smile as he stared back at Dora. 
 
    “Um, hello,” she said slowly.  
 
    “Hello!” the vagabond said cheerfully, waving at her. He then pointed to the open spot next to her. “Mind if I sit down beside ya? This is my normal begging spot.” 
 
    “Oh! Um, sure, go ahead,” she said awkwardly, scooting over as the disheveled man slumped down next to her. He whipped off his hat and lay it on the ground next to him. Dora spotted tiny pointed ears on his head, making him a half-elf.  
 
    ‘That might explain his skin tone,’ she mused. She then coughed a bit as the hobo’s smell assailed her nostrils.  
 
    “So, what’s a pretty thing like yourself doin’ here in my begging spot?” he asked after scratching himself. “Looking to get into the life yourself?” 
 
    “What? NO! I’m not a hobo!” she said hotly. “I’m just disappointed and sad and angry, not poor!” 
 
    “That’s how it starts,” the filthy man said knowingly with a wink and a nod. “Denial that they ain’t poor, just financially insecure. Then comes the selling of hair and furniture, and next thing ya know, yer eating rat fricassee with a couple o’ other bums!” 
 
    “Is that how it went for you?” she asked, feeling a bit of pity for the clearly deranged man. 
 
    “Nah, I got into the business of vagabonding when I decided I was tired of living the hoity-toity life. Oh, the parties I had in my palace, before I realized money brought me no happiness!” the man cackled. 
 
    “Right,” Dora said, not believe a word of it. “Well, I’ve got to go, my friends are probably waiting for me.” 
 
    She stood up, brushing some dirt off of her robes before reaching into a pocket and placing a silver coin in the madman’s hat. It was a lot of money, but she felt pity, and an urge to make someone’s day better than hers was going at the moment. 
 
    “Mighty kind of ya, ma’am!” the hobo said gratefully with a smile that showed off some missing teeth. “I’d tip my hat to ya, but it’s busy being a bank!” 
 
    She walked away, the crazy beggar’s laughter accompanying her. 
 
    “What a sad and strange man,” she muttered to herself. She then sighed and returned to the Crab Shack where her friends and pet snake were waiting for her. 
 
    Dora walked into the gaudy tourist trap lodgings and was immediately greeted by the sight that had assailed her the past two days. A part of her was envious of Tarn, who’d left the city yesterday. At least the elderly orc only had to experience this scene once. 
 
    “Welcome to the Crab Shack, where the crustaceans are served with butter and lemon whenever you want!” 
 
    “Enrai, you don’t have to do this everytime I walk in,” the half-orc groaned as she slapped her forehead in embarrassment. The Monk just grinned at her while wearing a tacky apron with several cute looking crabs on it. 
 
    “Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it! I didn’t think I’d have this much fun being a waiter, but what do you know, anything can be fun when you get to eat free food afterwards!” 
 
    “For the love of Cynthia, why me?” she groaned, shaking her head in disbelief. “Where’s Ain? He’s usually the one to keep your exuberance in check. I swear, ever since we left the jungle and let you have your Fire mana back, you’ve been way too upbeat and peppy.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s with a customer,” Enrai said, his smile becoming strained. “You’ll never guess who it is.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at the Qwanese man’s expression, before turning her gaze towards the restaurant portion of the Crab Shack. Her eyes widened and she tensed up for a moment before forcing herself to relax. 
 
    “Her? Here? Really?” she asked incredulously.  
 
    “I was surprised too,” Enrai said. “Come on, let’s go say hello.” 
 
    The pair walked over to where Ain was. He was blushing helplessly next to a table that had a single customer sitting in it. Said customer was one Dora had not expected to see again. 
 
    “Amira?” Dora asked, surprised. “Is that you?” 
 
    The Saludan dancer they had met back in the Undead infested city of Rahmal’Alram smiled and waved. 
 
    “Dora! So good to see you again! I never would have imagined in a million years that we’d end up in the same place!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the Healer asked politely, trying to keep any hint of suspiciousness out of her tone.  
 
    The last time they’d seen Amira, Dora and Enrai had both felt she was hiding a lot of secrets. Rumors and second-hand information they’d obtained had pointed to her traveling in the company of one of Erafore’s most infamous men: Bane the Butcher. That she had vanished after the man who’d kidnapped the Bo Clan heir had been killed by Bane, his own employee, had raised a number of flags for them.  
 
    Though honestly, Dora and Enrai felt that they should have expected this after hearing that the wild orcs had had a run-in with the murderous half-elf. If Amira really was traveling with Bane, then naturally she should have been in the same area as him. 
 
    This was not a problem for Ain. The poor Grand Elf was completely smitten with the beautiful Saludan dancer. Neither Dora nor Enrai could convince the Spellsword of her relationship with the scarred half-elf. Given how vehemently Ain despised Bane, Dora wasn’t sure it was a wise idea to try. 
 
    “So, what are you here for?” Dora asked, taking a seat at Amira’s table. 
 
    “Well, the troupe and I just finished a stint up in Tashel,” she said with a winning smile. “Now we’re thinking of traveling to Val’Narash for a bit to see the sights.” 
 
    “And what about your, uh, ‘partner?’ Is he around?” Enrai asked, arms folded as he did his best not to glare at the woman. She just giggled at the Monk. 
 
    “Oh, he’s here with me. He dislikes crowds, though, so I doubt you’ll see him around,” Amira said, shooting a wink at the suspicious pair. She then turned her bright and seductive smile onto Ain. “It was good seeing you again. But I can’t take up all of your time. Best not keep the other customers waiting.” 
 
    Ain frowned and parted from her table reluctantly. Enrai slapped his back in a friendly gesture and led the lovestruck elf away, leaving Dora alone with Amira. 
 
    “Please don’t cause any trouble here,” Dora begged her. “I have enough problems right now on my own end. I can’t deal with, uh, your axe wielding friend.” 
 
    Still smiling, Amira nodded a brushed a strand of dark hair away from her eyes. “Don’t worry, Bane knows not to cause any commotions here. Getting on the bad side of the Legion and the Avatar would only bring problems later down the line.” 
 
    “You know the Avatar of Kuronos is here in the city too?” Dora gasped, before lowering her voice. The dancer nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Bane is aware. Used to know the guy before he became the Avatar, or so he claims. I know Bane, and he doesn’t have many friends. Just enemies.” Amira shook her head sadly.  
 
    Dora bit her lip. On the one hand, asking help from a mercenary who was infamous for killing every other person who hired him was a really bad idea. On the other hand, she had no leads of her own. 
 
    ‘No, I can’t ask that man for help,’ she decided after thinking it over. ‘Owing a murderer like that a favor is the worst thing I could do, even if it does help me.’ 
 
    She then sighed to herself. ‘But, if I can’t find the Avatar by the end of the week, I might not have any other choice but to ask for Bane’s help. Gods, I hope Enrai and Ain forgive me if I do that.’ 
 
    “So, I hear they serve good crab here. Want some lunch? I’m paying,” Amira offered, and Dora thought about it before agreeing. 
 
    “Why not, I could always use more female friends,” she announced with a shrug. Besides, maybe if she was friends with the dancer, Bane would be less inclined to kill her! 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Another failure,” Dora grumbled, arms folded as she stomped away from the Unchained Legion’s compound. Yesterday had been nice, and the half-orc had almost gotten over her failed attempt to get into the mercenaries’ base. Spending some girl-time with Amira had been fun and helped her unwind.  
 
    And thanks to some of the Saludan dancer’s advice, she had managed to sneak around the Legion’s HQ for twice as long compared to the last two tries. But she’d still been caught and thrown out! 
 
    “Lousy guards, all uppity and stupid… Just let me find him, damn you!” Dora growled to herself as she headed away from the base. Once again, she found herself near the area where she’d met the hobo last time.  
 
    Looking around, she spotted the ragged half-elf beggar already sitting cross-legged with his moldy straw hat in front of him. It had a few copper coins inside it, a half-eaten pear, and a dead beetle. Dora grimaced as she took a look at the contents of the hat.  
 
    Her approach did not go unnoticed, and the crazy vagabond waved enthusiastically at her.  
 
    “Ey, little missy! You’re back! And you said you didn’t want to be a hobo!” 
 
    “I still don’t!” she shouted in annoyance. “I was just thrown out – again! – by those stingy mercenaries!” 
 
    “Being stingy is, I believe, requirement number two for a mercenary, right after selling your body like a cheap hooker, but before knowing which jobs pay the best.” 
 
    Dora stared at the deranged half-elf before shrugging. “Sounds about right.” She glanced at the open space next to the beggar. “Mind if I sit down?” 
 
    In lieu of verbally responding, the hobo shifted a bit, letting her have some more room. She plopped down next to him with a sigh. 
 
    “So, if you don’t want to be a hobo, how about becoming a druggy?” 
 
    “No!” Dora gasped. “I’m a Healer, I don’t do drugs!” 
 
    “You sure? ‘Cause I know a guy, who knows a guy, who sells all the good stuff! Lifter, Scrape, Ichor, Heavenworm, even Collapse! You name it, he’s got it!” 
 
    “Yeah, no thanks,” Dora said, shaking her head in disgust. “I’ve seen what those do to people. Had to treat more than my fair share of addicts in the Cracked Land, and I never want to go through that myself.” 
 
    “Oh? So, yer’re a Cracker, then?”  
 
    “I’m from the Cracked Land, yes, but I was born and raised elsewhere,” Dora replied, feeling like she’d just been insulted, but wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “I could never live up there, ya know? No beaches worth a damn, and all they gots is dust instead o’ sand,” the hobo said easily. “Plus, all them slavers. Brrr! Nasty folk.” 
 
    He then turned to her with a winning smile. “So, what’d a nice girl like you do for a living up in the dusty wastes in the north?” 
 
    “Um, I worked as a Healer… for the Yellowmoon Menagerie,” Dora said softly, a hint of shame seeping into her voice.  
 
    “Ain’t them those guys that hunt monsters, catch ‘em, and sell ‘em?” the beggar asked.  
 
    “Yes, that’s them,” Dora answered, surprised that this random half-mad half-elf knew of her family.  
 
    “I hear the legionnaires grumbling about them sometimes,” the hobo admitted. “Since the Legion hunts monsters for a living, they get really touchy about other people doing their job elsewhere. They can’t stand adventurers, either. Bunch o’ hippo-crates.” 
 
    “I think you mean hypocrites,” Dora said.  
 
    “That too,” he said, waving her words off. They sat there for a while longer in silence before Dora asked, 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask me if I was a slaver, too?” 
 
    “Hmm? Why would I do that?” the bum asked, confused. 
 
    “Well, I mean, the Menagerie also sold slaves at times,” Dora admitted. “And you said you hated slavers…” 
 
    “Meh, you ain’t no slaver, I can tell,” the filthy half-elf said with a dismissive grunt. “You worked with ‘em, but was not one of ‘em. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “So, you don’t think I’m scum?”  
 
    “Lady, scum are those who allow slavery to exist in the first place. Scum are those folks who laugh at the misery of others. Scum are people who judge without seeing or knowing. As for me? I’m just a simple man with simple pleasures. Non-moldy food to eat, a place to stay dry when the squalls come through, and a flat, non-bumpy spot to lie down on for sleeping. I don’t have time to care about people who aren’t evil.” 
 
    “That’s very wise,” Dora said, surprised, and touched. He really didn’t care at all who she was. To him, she was just another person.  
 
    The hobo winked at her. “I’m what them scholars call ‘street smart.’ So, what’s yer name? You can call me Grub. All the other beggars, hobos, and voices in my head call me that!” 
 
    “Dora Halfmoon,” she introduced. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    She fished around her pockets for another silver coin, before tossing it into the half-elf’s crumbling hat.  
 
    “I’ve got to go. Have a nice day!” 
 
    Grub waved happily as she left. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Gah! I’ll get past you! I swear it!” Dora snarled, fighting against the strong grip of a muscular dwarf as he and another guard dragged her out of the Unchained Legion’s compound. 
 
    “I’ll admit, you almost got past us with that new trick of yours. Using the Calm spell to make the other guards and legionnaires unconcerned so you could sneak by? Brilliant. But not good enough,” the dwarf said, complimenting her even as he helped toss her out the gate. 
 
    “And don’t come back again! I know we keep saying this, but we mean it!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Dora huffed, waving his words off even as her mind began to concoct new plans for sneaking through their defenses. 
 
    “We’re serious, lady! The General has given us orders to start using force if you don’t comply!” 
 
    She turned her head and shot the legionnaire a glare. “Try me! I’ll find who I’m looking for no matter what you say!” 
 
    She then stomped off, angry. Her path led her once more to the spot where she’d met the vagabond named Grub. He wasn’t there this time, but she had a feeling he’d be around again, so she leaned against the wall to wait. 
 
    Her assumption was proven true a few minutes later when the dirty half-elf appeared. However, Dora’s keen eyes latched onto the way he walked with a limp while also clutching his left arm.  
 
    “Grub! Are you alright?!” she cried, rushing over to him. The vagabond looked at the half-orc in surprise as she began to fuss over him, checking his wounds and making sure they weren’t as bad as she feared. 
 
    “This isn’t anything to be concerned about, Dora. Don’t worry, I heal quickly,” Grub protested. 
 
    “I don’t care if you regenerate entire lost limbs in seconds! You’re getting a check-up whether you like it or not!” Dora declared. 
 
    She forced the half-elf to sit down on the ground in his usual spot so she could examine him more closely. Her magic ran through his body without a hitch, yet something caused her to frown. 
 
    “You have a lot of mana,” she said, surprised. “More than either Ain or Enrai. Those are my friends, by the way. One is an elfish Spellsword, the other is a Monk from Distant Qwan. They’re about B-rank in terms of fighting potential. Yet you blow them both out of the water!” 
 
    “I’ve always had a big heart and a bigger soul,” Grub joked before wincing as Dora poked a bruised patch on his side. “Oi, watch where ya stab yer fingers!” 
 
    “Sorry, just making sure your ribs are not too badly damaged. They’re intact, thankfully. Sheesh, your whole body is a bundle of bruises! What happened to you?” Dora asked. 
 
    “I ran into some bad folks who thought they run the slums,” Grub said, spitting to the side in disgust. “Idiotic fools, they picked a fight with me in the Palmtop Quarter. That place is run by the Red Torrent Gang. They’ll get what’s coming to ‘em.” 
 
    “I didn’t think gangs would be so prevalent in Argyne. I mean, the city is so clean and friendly, you’d never think there was crime, or even a poor neighborhood,” the Healer commented. 
 
    “The brightest flame casts the longest shadow, and the pretty face hides a twisted soul. Never trust what things seem to be on the surface, because monsters come in all shapes and sizes,” Grub said darkly.  
 
    Dora ran her glowing hands over his chest before smiling. “All done! Your bruises are healed and your body is back to full health!”  
 
    “Thank you kindly, miss, I don’t know how I’ll be able to repay… Look out!” Grub suddenly dove at her and knocked her onto the ground. 
 
    “Whoa, what’s going on?!” Dora cried out.  
 
    “Stay back, I’ll keep ya safe!” Grub shouted, ignoring her as he took up an aggressive stance in front of something that had snuck up behind the half-orc. 
 
    “What in Cynthia’s name is happening?” Dora demanded, sitting up and looking at the hobo in annoyed confusion. She heard a familiar hiss, and relaxed. 
 
    “Careful! A Serpent of Aril somehow snuck inside the city! Don’t worry, I won’t let it hurt ya!” Grub declared, bravely interposing himself in front of the madness-inducing snake.  
 
    To his befuddlement, Dora just laughed. “It’s fine! He’s not a threat! Come here, little guy!” 
 
    With a happy hiss, the Serpent of Aril Dora had befriended slithered over to her, wrapping around her arm contentedly. 
 
    “You tamed a Serpent of Aril?” Grub asked in shocked. 
 
    “Sort of. I ran into him in the Sprawling Jungle on the way here, and we sort of clicked,” Dora said, happily petting the pinkish-red snake’s head. “Animals and I have always been on good terms. I’ll tell you, it’s really helped me take care of some of the more violent critters the Menagerie would transport.” 
 
    “That is un-freaking-believable,” Grub said in awe as Dora and the Serpent of Aril played with each other. “You actually made a friend with one of the most dangerous creatures around!” 
 
    “It wasn’t much,” Dora said with a sheepish chuckle.  
 
    “Beautiful, skilled with magic, and able to soothe savage beasts? Lady, yer a real gem!” Grub praised. Dora giggled at that. She spent a few more minutes chatting with the half-elf before bidding him farewell. 
 
    “Goodbye, Grub! I’ll probably see you tomorrow,” she said with a wave as she left. He waved back, a grin on his face. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “I’ve been lenient with you, Miss Halfmoon. Far too much so, as it turns out. I warned you that I would stop being so passive if I caught you sneaking into the compound again.” 
 
    Savaros Tyne stared down at Dora, who despite being forced onto her knees in front of him, glared back.  
 
    “I need to find the Avatar of Kuronos! You know something about his identity and location, and I will have it!” she declared fiercely. 
 
    The half-elf commander of the Unchained Legion sighed at her unwavering dedication. 
 
    “This is the fifth time my men have captured you. Five times now you’ve tried to steal Legion secrets.” Savaros let out a heavy groan. “I cannot have that. As such, I must show you the repercussions of your actions.” 
 
    He got up from behind his desk and walked over to her. He waved off the two guards who had been holding her down. As soon as they released her, she jumped to her feet, scowling at the Legion’s General. 
 
      “I need to save my family! I won’t stop until I have what I need!” she declared.  
 
    “An admirable sentiment, if somewhat marred by the fact your so-called ‘family’ is a band of slavers,” Savaros Tyne said with pity in his eyes. Then, without another word or chance to act from Dora, he lashed out and drove his right fist into her stomach. She coughed out in shock and pain, and a pair of gasps escaped the legionnaires in the room. Savaros ignored them all and lashed out with his left fist, striking her in the face. 
 
    Dora fell backwards onto the hardwood floor, gasping in pain as the General cracked his knuckles.  
 
    “I warned you, Halfmoon. I’d permit force to be used against you if you tried to sneak in here again. This is the price of your actions.” He then kicked her in the ribs while she was down on the floor. 
 
    Dora cried out and tried to call forth her magic, but another blow from Savaros disrupted her concentration, her mana slipping away from her. 
 
    Again and again he struck her, making sure she couldn’t cast a spell at all the entire time. Eventually, the pain and blood loss got to her, and her vision flickered. The cruel yet emotionless General noticed this and leaned down to look her in the eyes. 
 
    “This is your last warning, girl. Come here again, and I will kill you.” He then stomped on her head with his blood encrusted boot, and she blacked out. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Everything hurt. Her body quaked with agony as consciousness returned to her. Despite the pain, Dora struggled with herself and forced her mind to wake up faster. 
 
    “Dora!” someone cried out as she stirred. A hand was placed on her shoulder, keeping her from thrashing about as she moved around. 
 
    “Ain?” she choked out.  
 
    “Yes, that’s me!” the Grand Elf called out, his features swimming into focus. 
 
    “I need to stop blacking out all the time. It’s pretty tiresome to have to wake up to your face every time it happens,” Dora said with a weak smile. Ain chuckled humorlessly at her poor attempt at humor. His expression then turned serious. 
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    “It was the Legion,” Dora reluctantly admitted. “They caught me, and Savaros Tyne beat me.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Ain swore, muttering under his breath. “I knew we shouldn’t have let you keep going there alone!” 
 
    “I wanted to do so, you couldn’t have stopped me,” Dora said. She looked around the room, recognizing it as the one she was renting from the Crab Shack. “How did I get here?” 
 
    “A smelly vagabond appeared in the lobby, carrying you in his arms,” the Spellsword explained. “At first, Enrai thought he was the reason why you were so badly hurt, but he convinced us otherwise. Your pet Serpent of Aril helped with that, actually. It slithered in front of Enrai, protecting the vagabond from his aggression.” 
 
    “Grub saved me?” Dora inquired as she sat up. 
 
    “If you mean the half-elf, yes, he was the one who brought you to us,” Ain stated.  
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Outside, with Enrai.” 
 
    “Can I see them?” Dora all but begged. 
 
     “I don’t know if you should. You’re still hurt,” Ain replied hesitantly. In response to that, Dora grabbed ahold of her magic and let it flow through her, healing her aches and pains. In seconds, the obvious signs of damage faded. 
 
    “Fine, you’ve made your point,” the Grand Elf sighed, before getting up and fetching the others. 
 
    He left her room and returned with both Enrai and Grub. Both of them let out sighs of relief upon seeing her healed figure. 
 
    “I was worried,” Enrai admitted. 
 
    “It looked worse than it actually was,” Dora claimed, but none of them believed her. Not even the Serpent of Aril who was curled up around Grub’s shoulders. He hissed at her, the tone somehow carrying traces of disbelief. The Serpent of Aril then shot off of the half-elf’s shoulders and squirmed over to rest at the foot of Dora’s bed now that she was safe and healed. 
 
    “I found you a few blocks away from the Unchained Legion’s compound,” Grub revealed. “I hurried you back here as fast as I could!” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Dora said gratefully, until a thought arose in her mind and she frowned, confused. “Wait, how did you know where I was staying? I don’t recall mentioning this place to you.” 
 
    The grungy half-elf fidgeted, nervously playing with his disgusting hat. “Well, um, you see… ah, screw it.” 
 
    Grub sighed before sitting down on the floor. “I’m not really just a hobo. I’m a lot more than that. Have you ever heard of a Divine Avatar?” 
 
    Dora’s jaw dropped open, and Ain and Enrai both swore loudly to themselves. Misinterpreting their expressions of shock, he continued.  
 
    “I know, I know, it seems crazy and all that, but I am what I am. A living embodiment of a god. The God of the Hunt, to be precise.” 
 
    “That’s… what? How?” Dora stammered, confused. The beggar shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I can’t claim to know that answer myself, lady. Ever since I was born, I was always able to hear Kuronos’ voice,” Grub revealed. “His miracles came to my aid whenever I needed them, and the Divine spells I could cast were stronger than anything a Paladin or Cleric could call forth. And my skills with archery? Well, they were sublime. I was an S-ranked adventurer thanks to all of that.”  
 
    Grub’s smile faded, and a melancholic expression took over his face. “I did live in a fancy mansion, you know, back in Esmerelda. But I began to feel… restless. Cooped up. All my wealth, power, and fame had brought me was loneliness and fair-weather friends. All except one. A fellow half-elf adventurer named Savaros Tyne.” 
 
    Dora stiffened upon hearing that name, and Grub smiled sadly at her. “He was a different man back when he was younger. More idealistic. He knew I was an Avatar but didn’t let it change the way he acted with me. He wasn’t above smacking me upside the head when I did something stupid, and he was happy to laugh at my jokes! Until one day, on a quest, he disappeared in the Cracked Land. It was only later I learned he’d been captured and enslaved. He was freed and saved, but the years in captivity changed him. He joined the Unchained Legion, hunted down slavers, and became cold and distant.” 
 
    “As for me? Well, I wanted to help my friend recover, so I tracked Savaros down, and joined up with the Legion as well. For a few years it went well, but I began to have doubts about Savaros’ goals. He was becoming more militant, and had begun using my connection to Kuronos to perform raids on the Cracked Land. And not just on slavers, but anyone who lived there! Innocent people, cut down by his thirst for vengeance.” Grub shook his head. “I didn’t want to use my powers to kill innocents, so I quit. When we returned to Argyne after one of his raids, I quietly disappeared, becoming just another filthy hobo.” 
 
    “And that’s my story. I used the blessings Kuronos gave me to track down where you’d been staying, and delivered you to your friends.” 
 
    Dora stared at Grub, unable to decide if she should laugh or cry. In the end, she settled for both, tears of mirth mingling with tears of frustration.  
 
    “Ah… Oh gods! Why are you crying?!” Grub exclaimed, confused and concerned about her sudden outburst. 
 
    “Y-you’re the one… I’ve been looking for… this whole time!” Dora sobbed, wiping her eyes with the back of her left hand.  
 
    “What?” Grub uttered, confused. It took Dora a few moments to calm down so she could speak coherently. 
 
    “I told you my family was taken from me, right? What I didn’t tell you is that they were taken to another realm outside of Erafore. They’re held captive in the Lost City of Targua! And I was told the only way I’d be able to get there in order to rescue them was to find the Avatar of Kuronos!” Dora explained. “I tried to ask the Legion for help, but they turned me away! So I started sneaking into their compound in an attempt to find you, because I was told the Avatar was working with them!” 
 
    She then laughed coldly. “And look at where that got me. Savaros Tyne beat me for trying to save my family.” 
 
    Grub stared at her. She stared back. Then, he leaned back and began to howl with disbelieving laughter. There was shame and regret in it, though, and he stopped as abruptly as he started. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” he asked solemnly.  
 
    “Help me save my family,” Dora replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “I know they’re not good people. I know they’ve done terrible things to others. But, I still love them.” 
 
    Grub stared at her for a long time before nodding slowly.  
 
    “Rest, for now. Tomorrow, I will come back here, and perform the Ritual of the Questing Arrow, which will take you to the Lost City of Targua. Be prepared for anything and everything.” 
 
    With that, he stood up and left, exiting the room quickly. Left on their own, Ain and Enrai shared looks with each other, then with Dora. 
 
    “I’ll go tell Mister Belro we’re leaving tomorrow,” the Monk said at last. “He’ll be sad his best two workers are quitting, no doubt.” 
 
    “You and Ain are only the best because you’re both strong and fairly exotic eye candy for the tourists,” Dora pointed out. 
 
    “A win is a win,” Enrai said with a shrug.  
 
    “I’ll be double-checking our supplies,” Ain announced. “Dora, can you make some potions before we leave? Maybe whip up some holy water to repel the demons we’re likely to encounter? And do your best to rest and recover to full health. Enrai and I don’t want you going into a dangerous area at less than full power.” 
 
    “Can do!” she said, snapping off a mock salute. She deflated somewhat once her two friends exited her room. Dora lay back on the bed with a groan. All that trouble and pain, for nothing! 
 
    ‘It’s not Grub’s fault,’ she scolded herself. ‘He didn’t know, and I didn’t even think a hobo could be a living conduit for a god. Though, now that I think about it, that makes it the perfect kind of defense. Plus, it explains his massive mana reserves.’ 
 
    Sensing her discomfort, her pet snake crawled up to lie beside the half-orc. Dora smiled warmly at the comradery and concern it had for her. The smile then took on a tinge of sorrow. 
 
    “I don’t think you should come with me tomorrow.”  
 
    It hissed at her in a way that simulated confusion. Dora chuckled at how intelligent the magical reptile was.  
 
    “What I mean is that Targua won’t be safe. More than likely, it’ll be infested by demons. And you won’t be able to protect me,” Dora stated. It hissed again and bared its fangs. Rather than feel threatened, Dora felt only sadness as she shook her head. 
 
    “Your venom might be the most dangerous substance for living creatures, but demons are not made of flesh and blood. They’re Dark magic given form, hatred and chaos made manifest. How can madness harm that which is already insane?” 
 
    The Serpent of Aril quivered indignantly, confident in its potent insanity sauce hidden within its sharp fangs, but Dora shook her head. 
 
    “No, I won’t take you with me. I don’t want to risk it.” She then stroked its head. “Why not stay here with Grub? You seemed to get along with him.” 
 
    The pinkish-red snake hissed weakly in begrudging agreement. Dora wasn’t going to budge on the issue, and the snake couldn’t bring itself to disappoint her. It would miss her kindness and understanding, as well as the heady floral aroma that clung to the half-orc’s very existence. But it knew she only wanted it to be safe. 
 
    Satisfied that her snake friend would follow her instructions, she closed her eyes and began to circulate Healing magic through her body to fix the more ingrained damages she’d suffered at the fists and boots of Savaros. Silence charged with anticipation for the next day filled the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 21: The edge of the Void 
 
      
 
    “What else do you need for this ritual?” Dora asked as she watched Grub set up a number of materials on the floor of her room.  
 
    Three arrows, arranged in a triangle. A piece of fur from a wolf wrapped around a shard of horn from a deer, placed in the center of the triangle. A second splinter of deer antler piercing six dried leaves she vaguely recognized as a herb used for making hallucinogenic smoke. There were other, more esoteric and less identifiable items strewn around the crude Magical Array, which Grub was taking precise care to place. 
 
    “The last item I need is something that has a strong connection to one of the people you want to find,” Grub explained. “The older and more used by them, the better.” 
 
    Dora rooted around in her pack and withdrew several items Rindel had packed for her: an old boot Scarrot had once worn. One of Reesh’s throwing knives. Holt’s favorite moustache comb. A book of poetry Uldo had used to teach himself how to read and write. There were a few other items, but these were the most important and intact Rindel had been able to recover from the ruins of the Menagerie’s camp. 
 
    Grub frowned as he ran a glowing hand over the items. “Hmm. While there is a decent connection to their owners, I’m not sure it would be strong enough to punch through the walls of reality and deposit you in the Aether, let alone Targua.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you use all the items together and boost the connection that way?” Ain suggested as he looked over the primitive looking Magical Array.  
 
    “The conflicting signals could cause the spell to go out of control,” Grub said after a moment of thinking the idea over. “I wouldn’t risk it. The Ritual of the Questing Arrow is designed to locate anyone anywhere and bring a number of people to their location. Note how I said ‘anyone.’ If too many items with too many different connections exist, even if they’re all in the same location, it could do something strange, like send you back in time to a point where they did exist altogether, or forcibly merge the pursuers – that’s you three – with the targets, causing death and possible possession.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say no to going back in time,” Dora admitted. “Maybe I could save them from being kidnapped in the first place!” 
 
    “That would cause a time paradox, and besides dooming an Undead infested city to not being saved by you, there are quite a few entities in the Aether who do not look kindly upon individuals trying to change the timeline,” Grub warned.  
 
    “Well, what can Dora do to provide a deeper connection for the ritual?” Enrai asked, getting back to the main problem. 
 
    Grub opened his mouth to say something but froze. Instead of responding, his eyes glazed over and for a moment, they looked like the eyes of a wolf, rather than a half-elf. He blinked, and the image was gone. 
 
    “Argh, I hate it when he does that without warning,” Grub grumbled, rubbing his temples. 
 
    “Did you just receive a revelation from Kuronos?” Dora asked in awe. The grubby half-elf nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, he did. Told me that the best way to resolve the connection issue would be to find someone who shares blood with one of the missing people. Do you know if any of the Menagerie have living family members? Preferably parents or children?” 
 
    Dora grimaced. Reesh had been a slave, so who knew where his family was, if he even had any. Uldo was often mute on the subject of family, but if did have any, they’d be among the other Amazons in Val’Narash. So, not feasible, either. Holt had the same problem Reesh did, and he didn’t have any kids that she knew of. All that left was Scarrot… 
 
    She smiled faintly and held out her left hand to Grub. “Use my blood. Scarrot is my father.” 
 
    Everyone stared at her in shock. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Enrai asked, surprised. “I mean, Ain and I suspected that was the case, but we’d had no idea you’d also assumed the same.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Dora said firmly. “I’ve known he was my father for a while, I just didn’t want to believe it.” 
 
    Grub nodded solemnly and removed a fourth arrow from the pile of materials. He then pricked the palm of Dora’s outstretched hand and let her blood coat the arrowhead and then the fletching. Once that was done, he carefully laid the arrow down in the middle of the three other arrows. 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened, and Dora held her breath, terrified she had been wrong. But a loud buzz filled the air as the various materials on the floor started to vibrate. Grey and brown magic squirmed and crackled along the length of them, until the light consumed the objects entirely, igniting the Magical Array and transmuting everything into raw mana. 
 
    Grub acted quickly, hands blurring as they weaved complex shapes through the mist-like energy of the Magical Array. Using his bare hands, he molded and crafted the mana into a knot of a million folds. The display of directly manipulating magic without any worry stunned the trio. They could only watch as the vagabond-Avatar hand-crafted a Divine Blessing and spell just for them. 
 
    Half a minute later, and what had once been hazy, indistinct greyish brown energy now looked as solid as metal. With a few words muttered in a language none recognized, Grub grabbed the Magical Array and pulled it apart like taffy. 
 
    Within seconds a swirling portal had been made right then and there on the floor. Grub whipped a bead of sweat from his brow and pointed at the vortex. 
 
    “This will lead you to the outskirts of Targua. For some reason, I cannot connect directly to Scarrot’s location. This is as close as I can make it.” 
 
    Dora frowned as he finished healing the wound on her palm. “What do you think is the cause?” 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure,” Grub said, rubbing his stubbly chin in thought. “It’s not Dark magic, nor is it Light or Dream. In fact, it almost feels like Divine magic. Kuronos is also confused, as he claims it feels familiar, but he cannot recall encountering anything like it at the same time.” 
 
    The brought frowns to everyone’s face. But Dora simply tightened the straps that kept her pack on her back while also picking up her crossbow. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I will get inside. And there’s nothing they can do about it!” the half-orc declared, looking more like a warrior woman than a Healer. Enrai and Ain both nodded in agreement, their spells and magic ready to be unleashed at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Thank you, Grub, for everything,” Dora said, turning to the brown-skinned half-elf and giving him a thankful nod. “Take care of the little guy for me.” 
 
    The Serpent of Aril hissed sadly in farewell before coiling around Grub’s arms. 
 
    “He’ll be safe with me,” the Avatar of Kuronos promised. Dora gave the pair one last fond look before stepping resolutely into the portal.  
 
    The greyish light washed around her body, and she felt a tingle and a tickle run through her body. The sensation faded as soon as it came, and in two steps she emerged from the vortex. 
 
    Her boots clumped softly against hard stone tiles. Dora looked about curiously. She found herself in a decrepit, crumbling ruin of a house. Barely anything was left standing besides three walls and a fragment of roof. Mounds of discolored dust and dirt showed where furniture had once stood on the cracked stone floor. 
 
    “This is the Lost City?” Dora muttered to herself. She wasn’t impressed. Still, it was just one house. Maybe the rest of the place was better. 
 
    Behind her, Ain appeared from the portal, followed by Enrai. Both of them analyzed their surroundings quickly.  
 
    “Looks dusty,” the Monk complained. 
 
    “I doubt there are maid services in an abandoned settlement,” Ain snarked back. There was a muffled whine and the vortex that had deposited them here slowly shrunk, before compacting into a tiny silverish grey ring. 
 
    Dora picked it up curiously and probed it with her magic. 
 
    “It’s the portal!” she exclaimed. “When we find Scarrot and the rest, I just have to pour mana into it and it’ll become an exit for everyone!” 
 
    She eagerly slipped it onto her right index finger so she wouldn’t lose it. There was also a blush of embarrassment on her face as she realized she had forgotten to ask Grub about a way home when they’d still been on Erafore. Ain and Enrai walked up to her and took up position on her left and right side, respectively. 
 
    “Let’s go. And try to stay silent, we don’t want to attract any attention,” Ain ordered, and the group slipped out of the ruined hovel. They found themselves on a worn and battered flagstone road.  
 
    To the left, the ruins and decayed relics of the city stretched outwards. In fact, the ravages of time seemed to become even worse the farther away they were from the center of the city, which terminated in a cliff which led to a deep drop into the swirling madness of the Aether.  
 
    However, to the right, the road led to buildings and structures that were larger, better designed, and less touched by the cruel hand of time and demonkind. Until, at the very center of the city, lay a massive, untouched and undamaged palace surrounded by a shimmering blue, white, and gold dome of energy.  
 
    ‘A barrier. And a powerful one,’ Dora noted, awed by the power she could feel even from this distance. 
 
    The trio went to the right and crept silently through the streets, keeping to the shadows as they moved. In the distance, loud braying and hollering originating from inhuman throats shook the air. It was a ceaseless cacophony, one that grew louder as they drew closer to the barrier. 
 
    “The atmosphere of this place is so strange,” Dora muttered, glancing towards the sky. Where a sun, moon, or stars should have been suspended, a rippling wave of rainbow colors stretched from horizon to horizon. It was like being trapped underneath a pool of brightly colored paint. Multicolored lights flashed through the bizarre heavens steadily like thunder and lightning, and at times images of distant, foreign places appeared up above. 
 
    Combined with the unearthly, eerie cries of demonic beings in the distance, the city truly gave off a feeling of being lost and isolated. 
 
    “We need to pick up the pace,” Enrai commented with a nervous look behind them. “I can feel eyes watching us.” 
 
    He then glanced towards Dora. “Any idea where your pops could be?” 
 
    “I think my family is all in there,” Dora said, pointing towards the palace shielded by the barrier. “Whenever I catch sight of it, I feel a strange sense of longing and desire, but also peace. There’s something about it that is calling to me.” 
 
    “Probably the best place to start looking,” Ain agreed. “I can’t say for sure, but I think the barrier is keeping the demons out.” 
 
    They nodded at that and proceeded towards the center of Targua. As they approached, Enrai ran a hand over a portion of crumbling wall. 
 
    “Look at this! It’s so cracked and weathered,” he mumbled. “But it’s somehow less damaged than the place we started out from.” 
 
    Dora and Ain looked around and examined the state of decay on the structures nearby. Enrai’s words were true. Several of the buildings they were among now were in far better condition than the homes near their starting point. In fact, the closer they got to the center and the mesmerizing barrier, the less damaged and corroded things were, while at farthest edge of the city almost nothing was left but powdered stone and dust.  
 
    “It is odd, now that you mention it,” Dora mused, looking at it. “The whole place looks like something was once shielding the entire city, but started to shrink over time, exposing more and more of it.”  
 
    She cast her eyes towards the blue, white, and gold dome. “Think that’s the cause?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ain said slowly in disbelief. “A barrier that could cover an entire city is feasible, but it wouldn’t shrink or become smaller if it ran out of energy or was damaged – it would shatter and collapse!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a secret Val’Narashi barrier?” Enrai suggested. “They had some crazy magic back then.” 
 
    “While that’s possible, I doubt it. From what I’ve learned about Targua, this city was the center of art and culture for the old empire. They didn’t have weapons or insane defenses, they had paintings, sculptures, and literary works,” Dora revealed. She’d spent the time before she left Creidor with Reed learning all she could about the Lost City, and while most of it was rumor and myth at best, some facts still remained.  
 
    None of them spoke much after that. The cries of demons were becoming louder, and they feared attracting the wrong kind of attention. The street the trio was on wound its way ever closer to the center of the city and the dome that protected it. However, they could go no further. 
 
    “Son of a sword,” Enrai swore as the group huddled in fear behind a wall. Dora gulped softly and agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment.  
 
    The protective barrier was just a stone’s throw away, but the area surrounding it was clogged with tens of hundreds of demonic beings. They howled and screamed as they hurled themselves at the forcefield. It did nothing, though. No matter how hard the deformed abominations bit, clawed, spat acid or shot spikes at it, the dome didn’t even flicker. 
 
    The ground was covered in a thick layer of demons, leaving no way forward that wasn’t a deathtrap. 
 
    “We’ll have to take the roofs,” Ain said after scrutinizing the area. “A hop, skip, and a jump, and we could get over the crowds.” 
 
    “That won’t do us any good if we can’t get through the barrier!” Enrai argued. “Those demons aren’t putting so much as a scratch on it, how can we possibly bypass it?” 
 
    “Get me up top so I can take a look,” Dora instructed. “I’ll examine the barrier with my magic, see what it’s all about.” 
 
    “The demons will notice that,” Enrai warned. “They’ll sense you using magic and come swarming!” 
 
    “That’s why I have you two!” Dora chuckled, punching the pair on the arm. 
 
    Ain and Enrai laughed as well, before getting serious. Without another word, the Monk reached out and grabbed Dora, before lifting her onto his shoulders. She cried out in surprise, while Ain snickered as he drew his saber.  
 
    “Hold on tight!” Enrai said with a smirk. He then pushed Wind magic into his feet and leapt several dozen feet into the air, landing softly on the roof of a mostly intact dress boutique across the road from them. Some of the gowns and robes within were still untouched, looking lovely on their hangers and out of place in a city of demons. 
 
    Ain followed a second later, and the trio dashed across the roofs towards the barrier. The blue, white, and gold dome was several blocks away, giving Dora a short time frame to cast Detect Magic and a host of other analysis spells at the defensive magic enveloping the palace. 
 
    This display of magical talent did not go unnoticed by the seething hoard below. Demons on the outer edge of the group trying to assault the barrier spun around and looked up, quickly spotting the elf, human, and half-orc bounding across the roofs.  
 
    “Here they come!” Ain said. Lightning crackled along the edge of his saber, and he swung it viciously. “Lightning Ray!” 
 
    A beam of electricity thick as his arm shot from the tip of his blade and swept across a dozen demons who’d began to scamper up the walls. They were blasted back, their hides charred and steaming. Their screams alerted more demons, who started to turn away from the indestructible barrier towards the brand new fleshy and breakable targets. 
 
    “Sure are a lot of them,” Enrai muttered worriedly, kicking a demon in the face with a flame-covered foot. It’s tentacled head splattered everywhere, but that only slowed it down. 
 
    “Damn it, these things are hard to kill!” the Monk growled as another demon that should have been killed by his attack continued to flail at him with arms covered in teeth. 
 
    “We’re in the Aether right now! Demons are pure magic, they can feed on the energy of their surroundings with ease!” Ain reminded Enrai. “Kick them, stab them, it doesn’t matter since they can just devour the Ambient Mana and regenerate!” 
 
    To punctuate his statement, he split a demon that looked like a horse had mated with a dolphin, then had decided to grow spider legs. Being cut in twain didn’t matter to it, though. The wound boiled and bubbled for a moment before two new demons were born from what had once been a single being sliced in half. 
 
    Ain grimaced and glanced up at Dora, who was still on Enrai’s shoulders. “How much longer till you’ve analyzed the damned dome?!” 
 
    “Give me a break, that thing is unbelievably complicated!” Dora shot back.  
 
    “Well, try to hurry, we’re going to run out of mana at this rate!” the Spellsword complained, blasting another group of demons with a massive lightning bolt. Enrai grunted in agreement before opening his mouth and spewing a torrent of fire all over a hideous slug-wombat-orangutan thing. 
 
    “Almost… just a little more… What in the Hells?! Ingenious!” Dora exclaimed, her glowing silver eyes widening in shock as she finally was able to decipher the barrier’s formation. 
 
    “Ain, Enrai! Jump through the dome!” Dora cried out. 
 
    “But won’ it…” 
 
    “No! It won’t stop us! Trust me!” the Healer called out. The two shared a look, then nodded resolutely. They darted towards the barrier, causing demons to howl and cry in anger. Their prey was getting away! 
 
    “Almost there! Just keep running!” Dora urged them on.  
 
    “Ow! I could run faster if you stopped pulling on my hair!” Enrai griped. “I swear, this must be why the senior Monks always told us to shave our heads!” 
 
    “Less moaning, more fleeing for our lives!” Ain shouted, before wrapping his body in a golden field of electricity. His speed increased substantially, and the next thing any of the demons knew, the Spellsword was darting through the air like a genuine lightning bolt, the energy around his body shocking nearby demons as he ran past them. 
 
    “Good job!” Enrai said, before shoving even more mana into his feet. His soles erupted in piercing orange flames that propelled him forward. All the demonic creatures behind him were bathed in the fiery backwash.  
 
    Dora screamed pitifully as she was almost thrown off of Enrai’s back as he boosted towards the dome. 
 
    “Ahhhh! Not this fast! Not this fast!” she cried.  
 
    “Sorry, did you say ‘faster?’” the Monk smirked.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Alrighty, then! Faster it is!” 
 
    Enrai picked up speed, the flames on his feet turning blue as they sent him flying across the rooftops even faster. Dora didn’t even have a chance to scream as the wind tore at her face. She clenched her eyes shut from the air pressure and tensed up. 
 
    A second later, everything went still and silent. The howling wind around her head died down, and the screams of demons cut off abruptly. Blinking, Dora opened her eyes and saw that she and Enrai were no longer outside the dome. Instead, they had effortlessly passed through it. 
 
    “I was right!” Dora cheered. The Monk carefully helped her down off of his shoulders as she celebrated. 
 
    “I don’t understand, how were we able to pass through the barrier when the demons cannot?” Ain asked, walking up to his friends. He had slipped through a mere second ahead of Enrai, and was busy looking around in both suspicion and confusion.  
 
    Behind the trio, the demons continued to scream and roar, but their vocalizations were muted. They beat against the dome, but the energy refused to let them pass. One demon with the head of a goat with fly eyes began to throw stones and chunks of rubble at the group. Those passed through effortlessly as well. 
 
    Ain flinched and brought his saber up to guard, while Enrai got into a defensive stance. Dora, however, did not looked worried. And when one of the stones struck her, it bounced off of her mint green skin without causing so much as a blemish. 
 
    “I don’t know how this barrier was made, but it’s incredible,” Dora said. “This is a Light magic barrier filled with Order and the concept of Unchanging. Anything under this dome cannot be harmed, or even changed! Time ceased to exist the moment we stepped in here. I could try and cut myself, but the blade wouldn’t even make a scratch!” 
 
    “That’s why the demons can’t get through!” Ain explained in awe. “Demons are creatures of the Abyss born from the concept of Chaos! The opposite of Order! Their very existence cannot exist within the barrier, hence why they cannot enter it!” 
 
    “It’s also why the city has different levels of decay!” Enrai realized. “As the dome shrunk over time, the parts of Targua it protected left the timeless barrier and were forced to age!” 
 
    “Exactly!” Dora said. “I don’t know how, but someone created a barrier to protect the entire city from any sort of change. And it explains why Grub’s magic couldn’t reach Scarrot. A portal cannot connect to a place that doesn’t even have the concept of outside interference.” 
 
    “Will we still be able to use his magic to return, though?” Enrai asked worriedly. Dora frowned and peered at the grey ring on her right hand. 
 
    “No, it won’t,” she said, depressed. “We’ll have to leave the barrier to open a portal back to Erafore.” 
 
    “Well, then let’s stop wasting time and go find your family,” Ain said firmly. “We can’t let them wait any longer.” 
 
    “Yes!” Dora said excitedly. She then looked up at the palace that stood before them. It was the last piece of Targua that had yet to be touched by time and the demons’ claws. The dome of Timeless Order continued to protect it, but Dora was certain that, in time, even it would shrink into nothingness. It was only a matter of time. Ironic, for a barrier that operated on the principle of stopping time. 
 
    The palace itself was an astonishing structure. Calling it anything but a city-within-a-city would be an insult! The grounds were vast, and the grass was still as green and as lush as the day the dome enclosed it and saved it from annihilation. In some shady spots, droplets of morning dew could still be seen sparkling on the emerald stalks. Huge bushes heavy with exotic blossoms dominated the path that led towards the gargantuan building. The path was made from golden bricks carved with delicate runes. Even without the barrier, the flagstones were capable of withstanding a dozen elephants without being worn down or cracked. 
 
    The structure that sprawled before them was made of marble. Mosaics made from precious stones and metals decorated the exterior walls. They depicted ancient, long forgotten scenes from Val’Narash’s past. Unnamed heroes and fallen gods stared down at them from their pedestals near the entrance. Each statue was an impossibly beautiful work of art made from rare materials. 
 
    And then, there was the front door. It was as big and as thick as city gates back in Orria. A person would have to have S-rank or higher strength to open them without assistance. They were made from a gold colored material and had runic diagrams as well as ornate images of emperors carved upon the surface. 
 
    “Any idea on how to get inside?” Dora asked, staring up at the imposing doors.  
 
    “Find an open window,” Enrai suggested, glancing from the entrance to his muscular arms, then back again. He sighed. “No way Ain and I can move those doors apart on our own.” 
 
    “Sad, but true,” the Grand Elf agreed. “Let’s look around, there has to be a way inside for normal people!” 
 
    They spent an hour exploring the exterior of the palace trying to find some means of entry. At last the trio found a door sized for humans and which looked easy enough to open. It was marble, like all the other parts of the building, but after jiggling the handle, Enrai found it was unlocked.  
 
    He opened it with a grin, and with that, the group entered the last untouched part of the Lost City.  
 
    “I think this is the servant’s quarters,” Enrai mused, looking around them. While everything was clean and tidy, the furnishings were clearly of a lesser grade than anything they’d seen on the outside. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Dora said, spotting a wall covered in what appeared to be cubbyholes. While most of the contents had been looted, some still remained, and they looked like uniforms. “Workers must have left their belongings here when they went to work. And over there! Doesn’t that look like a coat room?” 
 
    “More like a rag room, now,” Ain commented as he pushed the door to the room open a bit wider. Coat pegs were indeed inside, as well as hat stands and shoe racks, but the clothes that had once filled the room looked to have been shredded and defiled.  
 
    “What happened here?” Dora wondered as they began to explore the interior of the palace’s lower level. “Everything looks neat and tidy, but in some places, there are clear signs of disorder and damage.” 
 
    She gestured to a room that was filled with shattered ceramics. Teapots and urns and vases all lay on the ground in rubble. 
 
    “Well, we know that this city reappears in the mortal planes every so often, so maybe the damage was done then? Maybe the barrier disappears whenever it returns to Erafore, which is where the damage comes from, and when it gets sucked back into the Aether, the dome is a little bit smaller because it’s constantly turning off and on,” Enrai suggested. 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense,” Dora said, tapping her chin. “Constantly using a Magical Array over and over does weaken it.” 
 
    “And magical artifacts grow weaker the more they’re used as well. If they’re not repaired or recharged, they can stop working properly,” Ain added. “You should… wait, stop, do you hear that?” 
 
    His long and slender ears twitched slightly as he detected unusual noises.  
 
    “Can you tell what it is? And where?” Dora asked, nervousness and eagerness warring against each other inside her. 
 
    “Sounds like people talking,” Ain murmured, staining his ears to pick up more. “And it seems to be coming from… above?” 
 
    The pair looked up at the ceiling, and for the first time noticed small vents in the tile above them. From them, Dora and Enrai could now pick up indistinct conversation.  
 
    “What are those vents for?” Enrai wondered. 
 
    “Not sure. But, if we can hear through them, they must connect to an upper level,” Dora mused. She then brightened. “And that must be my family up there! Come on, we need to find a staircase!” 
 
    The trio began to rush around the lower level, trying to locate a means of ascending. Much like the entrance to the servants’ quarters, the stairs leading up had been hidden behind an unassuming doorway. As they headed up, the noises began to grow louder, to the point even Dora could pick out a few words from the jumble of shouting. 
 
    “It sounds like Holt and Scarrot arguing,” Dora claimed as she jogged along. Ain and Enrai shrugged and trusted her word for it. 
 
    “You’d know better than us about that,” the Monk said. “But why would they be fighting?” 
 
    “One of them is trying to get the other to stop hitting something. Doesn’t seem to be working,” Ain commented, his ears twitching.  
 
    There was a crash up ahead and Dora broke into a run towards the source. She could see a door, slightly ajar, with people moving around within it. Through the crack, she could see familiar silhouettes. Her heart beat faster than ever, and with a cry of joy rushed at the door and slammed it all the way open. 
 
    All the men within the room, which turned out to be a circular atrium filled with benches, jolted in surprise at the sound of the door slamming open, and spun around fists raised for a brawl. When they saw who it was who had shoved their way inside, their jaws dropped, eyes bulged, and their fists fell limp. 
 
    “DORA?!” they all screamed as one, their voices filled to the brim with shock and joy. 
 
    “I’m here, guys! I’m finally here!” she said, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “Dora! By the gods, you’re OK!” A thin, lanky man with unruly brown hair rushed over to Dora and swept her up in a crushing hug. 
 
    “Reesh! You’re alright as well!” Dora cheered. A hulking, dark skinned and bald man appeared next, grabbing both her and Reesh into a hug. 
 
    “Uldo! You’re alive! Thank Cynthia! I thought the worst when I saw those horrific creatures swarm all over you!” Dora exclaimed. The others from the group gathered close, cheering for her, slapping her shoulders, and ruffling her hair fondly. 
 
    “Everyone… you’re all alive… you’re all OK!” Dora cried. She wept, and the men of the Yellowmoon Menagerie crowding around her wept as well. 
 
    Everyone who’d been stolen away was surrounding her. All except two. Wiping the tears from her eyes, Dora looked over at Holt and Scarrot, the former of which was helping the one-legged orc hobble over to her. Dora noticed that Scarrot’s most defining feature, his ivory peg leg, was missing, forcing him to lean on his close friend’s shoulder to approach. 
 
    “Holt, Scarrot, you’re both alright,” Dora sighed happily. The goateed human scratched the back of his head sheepishly from the genuine care and relief she was displaying. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine.” Holt then frowned. “But what are you doing here? How did you find this place?” 
 
    Scarrot glanced over at Ain and Enrai with suspicion as they entered. “And who are those two?” the dark green skinned orc demanded. 
 
    “The Grand Elf is Ain, and the human is Enrai,” Dora quickly reintroduced. “Do you remember meeting them before we were attacked?” 
 
    “Vaguely,” Holt mumbled, thinking back to the day they’d been stolen away by the monsters.  
 
    “They helped you track us down?” Scarrot inquired.  
 
    “Yes, they did! Oh, I have so much to tell you!”  
 
    Dora excitedly began to tell the Menagerie all about what had happened since they’d been whisked away to the Lost City. The men sighed in relief when they heard Rindel was safe, gasped when she told them about the Creeping Rot infected city, stared at her with awe as she briefly described her meeting with Vord the Lich, cheered as she spoke about how she’d hunted through the jungle to find the Avatar of Kuronos, and growled when they heard about the Unchained Legion’s actions. 
 
    “You’ve gone through so much in only a year,” Scarrot said softly, staring fondly at Dora as she finished her tale. “And you’ve come out much stronger for it.” 
 
    “He’s right! You’re amazing! I could never have survived all the trials you went through! And all of it to save us! I-I’m touched!” Reesh said, choking slightly on his own relief and thanks.  
 
    “You really have a way to get us out of this damned place?” one of the caravan workers asked eagerly. 
 
    “I do, but it won’t work while we’re inside this barrier,” Dora said, holding up her right hand and showing off the grey ring she wore. Grumbles of annoyance filled the room. 
 
    “Well, we’re safe for the moment. Since the dome is up, the demons can’t get in. So, we have time to think up a way to get free,” Dora stated, buoying their spirits. “Tell me, what’s been going on with you all since you were taken away?” 
 
    “I don’t know how much time we actually have to plan and plot,” Holt said worriedly. “Our jailkeeper isn’t here right now, but he could return at any moment!” 
 
    “Who is it?” Ain asked, curious.  
 
    “The World Rebellion,” Scarrot spat furiously. The caravan workers all growled angrily at that.  
 
    “WHAT?!” Dora, Ain, and Enrai all exclaimed in horror.  
 
    “This so-called ‘Lost City’ has been used by the World Rebellion as their headquarters ever since it was sucked into the Aether three thousand years ago,” Holt explained, his expression dark. “There aren’t many cultists left at the moment, and all of them are out doing other missions, so we’re left alone for the most part. But when they return, they like to torment us.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt us physically, not for long at least, thanks to this freaking barrier,” Reesh said, scowling heavily. “But they love playing mind games with us. Trying to break our spirits. They haven’t won yet!” 
 
    “Why on Erafore did they kidnap you all? What was the point?!” Dora cried, utterly confused. 
 
    “They rarely speak to us expect to hurt us,” Uldo said, his deep, booming voice comforting Dora. “But, sometimes we overhear things. Talks about ‘Chosen Ones’ and ‘trials.’” 
 
    “Chosen Ones…” Dora whispered to herself.  
 
    “Nia’s to be precise,” Scarrot spoke up. Everyone looked at him, Dora the most keenly, and he shrugged. “Almost twenty years back, Lord Naliot sent me a vision. In it, he told me that three souls would be selected by Nia to be her chosen heroes. And then, about three years ago, Lord Naliot spoke to me again, saying one of her Chosen had been found.” 
 
    “The World Rebellion is hunting these Chosen Ones? And they thought one of them was among us?” Reesh asked incredulously.  
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but that’s the only reason I can think of,” the battered orc said with a shake of his head.  
 
    In Dora’s mind, thoughts were roiling and in turmoil. ‘Nia’s Chosen Ones… is that why she’s been contacting me in my dreams? Why the Void worshippers targeted my family? Because of me?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No time to worry about that now!’ “Boss, we now have a way to escape this place. But before we go, I have to ask you: what will you do when you leave?” 
 
    Scarrot frowned, the expression mirrored by several workers. “What do you mean, Ildora?” 
 
    “I mean, will you try and rebuild the Yellowmoon Menagerie? Go back to traveling the Cracked Land looking for slaves and monsters?” 
 
    “There’s not much else I can do, or am any good at,” Scarrot said matter-of-factly. “For the majority of my life, all I’ve ever known and done is slavery. What else can I do?” 
 
    “You can take over Reed’s position in Creidor,” Dora suggested. Though Scarrot scoffed, Holt looked thoughtful.  
 
    “He doesn’t have long to live,” Dora added, and everyone expressed shock at her statement. “Maybe another three years, if he’s lucky. Rindel’s been helping him, but the vultures are circling. And without a strong, somewhat moral person ruling the town, it’ll become as bad as Annod Bol. You and Holt need to be there for him, Boss. You both need to take the reins from Reed.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Ildora,” Scarrot said, his frown a sad one. “He needs to find someone else to do it. Not me.” 
 
    “There is no one else!” Dora shouted angrily. The caravan workers all recoiled from the half-orc, her ferocity stunning them.  
 
    “Why won’t you do this, Scarrot? Why won’t you give up the life of a slaver?” she asked helplessly, her anger draining away as she looked at Scarrot’s miserable expression.  
 
    “That is none of your business!” Scarrot declared. 
 
    “You won’t give up your old life for the man you see as a father?” Dora almost whispered. When Scarrot said nothing, a flicker of anger rekindled within her soul. 
 
    “Of course not! What am I thinking! You didn’t give up the life of a slaver for my mother, so why would you do it for the man who treated you like a son?!”  
 
    Scarrot looked up sharply at her when she said that. Everyone else sensed a storm brewing, and they took several steps back.  
 
    “Not for Reed, not for my mother… you won’t even try to change your ways for me, your daughter?!” she cried, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes.  
 
    “How…?” he began faintly.  
 
    “How did I find out?” she sneered at the older orc. “I didn’t know, not at first. But it was little things. Ever since Annod Bol, I’ve been noticing things. My name, for instance. It means ‘mint leaf’ in orcish. That’s not an insult, that’s a gods damned term of endearment!” 
 
    “My mother loved you so damn much, but you went and broke her heart,” Dora spat out. “All because you couldn’t stop living this life. Sure, you might have had prior commitments, but nothing was stopping you from trying to get out!” 
 
    “And now here I am, your daughter, begging you to change, to take a new path, because your old one just can’t work anymore! How do you expect to rebuild the Menagerie, father? By now, the campsite has been looted. By now, your reputation has taken a hit. Without a Tower Lord to back you, how can you afford to replace all the missing equipment? It’s all over! Why can’t you see that?” 
 
    Dora stood there, panting, her rant finished. Scarrot stared at her with a complicated look. For a long time, no one dared to say anything. The silence that filled the atrium was oppressive and awkward. 
 
    Eventually, Scarrot closed his eyes and sighed heavily in defeat. “Is that what you want me to do? To succeed Reed as Creidor’s mayor?” 
 
    “I want you to do good things with your power. To make the lives of the people who live in the Cracked Land a little less miserable,” Dora pleaded.  
 
    “I’m not a good person, Ildora. Not anymore. Your mother saw that. Realized I could not change. Why do you think I can?” 
 
    “Because this time, it’s me asking you, not her,” Dora said tearfully. “And I know people can change. I’ve seen it!” 
 
    For what felt like an eternity, Scarrot stood there alone, balancing on his one remaining leg. Finally, he opened his eyes. There was a fierce determination in them, one that filled the people watching him with vigor. 
 
    “Men, I’m afraid that I’ll have to pay you all a severance fee,” Scarrot said at last. “This is the last journey of the Yellowmoon Menagerie.”  
 
    There were no cheers. There were no joyous motions or statements. What there was were the dozen men of the caravan nodding grimly yet proudly. This was their last job; escape from Targua. After that, their future was up to their own decisions.  
 
    “So, how do we get out of here?” Holt asked. “That damned barrier might be preventing that magic ring of your from taking us away from here, but it is the only thing keeping the demons at bay.” 
 
    “Does anyone know what is causing the barrier?” Dora asked after think it over. The prisoners all exchanged glances.  
 
    “We’ve narrowed it down to a few possibilities,” Reesh said at last. “What we’ve gleaned from the area, as well as the occasional tidbit of information from the cultists, is that this palace was some sort of museum or art gallery as well as the lord’s home. The barrier seems to be originating from one of the pieces of art. We don’t know which one, though.” 
 
    “Have you tried moving them or examining them closer?” Dora inquired.  
 
    “Can’t. They’re stuck to their walls and pedestals with some kind of magical glue. The barrier doesn’t help either, since we can’t break the areas surrounding the artworks to pry them off,” Uldo stated.  
 
    “Plus, none of us are any good at magic,” Reesh added. “If Rindel were here, he’d have been able to do something, but aside from you and him, our experience with magic boils down to ‘ask someone else.’” 
 
    “I see. Then, take me to this art gallery, and I’ll take a look and see if I can find the source of the barrier,” Dora said. She then looked at Scarrot, or rather, his missing limb. “That’s going to slow us down. Where’s your peg leg?” 
 
    “Rebellion bastards took it from me after I refused to stop trying to break things in here,” Scarrot grumbled. “Same with our weapons. They took ‘em away after we kept trying to assault the cultists. Didn’t work, since no harm can be done to anything thanks to the dome, but it annoyed them enough that they removed them from us.” 
 
    “Where are they keeping them?” Dora inquired. The caravan workers all shrugged. 
 
    “No idea. They just grabbed ‘em and hid ‘em,” Reesh said despondently.  
 
    “Ain and I had a feeling this might happen, so we took the liberty of packing a few extra supplies,” Enrai said, speaking up for the first time since Dora had been reunited. 
 
    Ain nodded and took off his backpack. He rooted through it, removing swords and knives. 
 
    “It’s not much, and they’re of fairly low quality, but they’ll do in a pinch,” the Spellsword said, passing out the cheap blades to the eager prisoners. They spent a minute testing their weapons, and soon wicked grins smeared across the group’s faces. 
 
    “When did you buy those?” Dora wondered as Ain finished handing out the weapons. 
 
    “We got them while you were trying to sneak into the Unchained Legion’s base,” Enrai explained. “What did you think we were using those tips we earned from the Crab Shack for?” 
 
    “I see,” Dora, surprised and slightly touched. 
 
    “Oh, and this is for you,” Enrai said to Scarrot, holding out a whip. The scarred orc took it with a look of surprise crossing his own face. 
 
    “How come the boss gets a weapon he’s used to, and not us?” Reesh complained. 
 
    “Because he’s the boss, idiot,” Holt said, smacking the lanky man upside the head in exasperation.  
 
    “Where on Erafore did you get this?” Scarrot asked, examining the tool closely and somewhat suspiciously. 
 
    “A store that catered to ‘adult entertainment,’” the Monk said without shame, and everyone’s heads turned to stare at him in shock so fast most suffered whiplash.  
 
    Scarrot growled, and to everyone’s surprised amusement, so did Dora. 
 
    “You bought my father a whip from a… ack, I can’t even say it!” the half-orc cried in disgust. 
 
    “Hey, I tried to find one that wasn’t crappy from one of the local stables, but they weren’t fit to beat a dead horse, let alone a demon,” Enrai joked. It faltered when he had to suffer both Scarrot and Dora’s glare. 
 
    “Ignore him, dad,” Dora said with a snort. She reached into her own bag and pulled out two items that had been carefully wrapped. She passed it over to the slaver, who took them cautiously. Upon unwrapping the objects, he found himself holding his old weapons: a barbed scorpion whip and a simple corded leather whip. 
 
    “When I rescued Rindel from the ruins of the caravan, he insisted I take these with me,” Dora revealed and Scarrot quickly discarded Enrai’s ‘gift.’ “I’ve kept them safe with me all this time.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ildora,” Scarrot said. He then looked down at his missing leg. “But unless you have a spare peg in there, I’m still going to slow you down.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Dora declared. As she said that, she reached into her pockets and removed two diamonds, clutching one in each hand. She kneeled in front of her father and placed her closed hands atop the scarred over wound.  
 
    “I do not fear death,” she intoned solemnly. Silver flickered to life in her palms. The rough, uncut diamonds glowed as well, throbbing in time with her heartbeat. 
 
    “‘I do not fear its embrace. I fear time. I fear failure. I fear not having lived a life worth living.” Silver sparks fell from her fingers and began to dance across the network of old scar tissue on Scarrot’s stump. The diamonds’ imperfections burned away under the power, revealing beautiful, perfectly cut diamonds in the shape of lily flowers. 
 
    Then, with a deep breath, Dora continued her chant, reciting the rest of the long-lost Restore spell she had received from Vord the Lich. “And it is this fear that drives me ever onwards. Do not despair! I am not judgement, merely justice. I am not hate, but love. Give everything and expect nothing. Life and Death dance together in the eternal song of Existence. Restore!” 
 
    The silver energy wrapping around her hands turned into glorious, radiant flames. The diamonds melted away, becoming part of the spell’s might. The fire surged forth, wrapping around the stump and took the shape of the lost limb. The elegant, ethereal flames burned brighter as more power was given to it. The silver bracelet around her right wrist glowed sharply as Dora was forced to drain the spells she’d stored within it to fuel the voracious appetite of the Restore spell.  
 
    Dora felt the barrier she was within resist her spell. It kept things unchanging. It refused to deny this alteration. But she pushed on, drawing on everything she had, and the Level Ten spell managed to win against the time rejecting barrier. Slowly but steadily, Scarrot’s leg grew back.  
 
    Everyone gaped at the Healer in awe. Even Scarrot couldn’t say anything. As the silver fire faded, left behind was a perfectly formed and functional leg. 
 
    Scarrot gingerly poked it. It twitched when his finger touched the flesh of his kneecap. He wiggled his toes tentatively. Then, with shaky breaths, he stood up on. It held his weight and didn’t wobble or waver at all! 
 
    “You healed my leg!” he exclaimed. Dora nodded, tired and drained. Even with the two fist sized diamonds boosting her Light magic, she had still been forced to push every drop of mana in her soul into the spell.  
 
    Ain hastily passed her a small glass bottle of Mana Replenishment Potion, and she drained the cobalt liquid thirstily. She still felt painfully empty even after another bottle of the precious potion, but now the gnawing pain was a dull ache. 
 
    “You like it?” Dora asked with a hint of teasing in her voice. Scarrot did like it, as he swept his daughter up into a crushing hug. 
 
    “Thank you, Ildora,” he whispered into her ear. “Not just for my leg, but for giving me a chance to be a father to you, as I should have been.” 
 
    Dora hugged the older orc back desperately. Eventually they had to separate, though. The dome wasn’t going to vanish on its own. Not yet, at least. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go find the source of this barrier,” Dora said, surreptitiously wiping her eyes free of tears. Scarrot nodded at her in agreement, before turning to his men. 
 
    “Come, lads! Let’s get out of here!” he bellowed, and the workers cheered, waving their weapons in the air with reckless abandon. 
 
    The men led Dora, Ain, and Enrai through the building eagerly. While there were amazing pieces of art everywhere, they grew steadily more beautiful, elegant, and valuable. After passing a human-sized statue of an ancient general carved from a single piece of ruby and a vase depicting exceptionally lewd scenes of depravity, Dora was introduced to the innermost part of the palace. 
 
    The works of art displayed in the room were stunning in their beauty and wealth, as well as how they incorporated magic. The people and objects within paintings moved, animated by long-lost magical paint. Sewn tapestries and flags woven from the hair of virgins and rare, exotic beasts fluttered in ethereal breezes. Several statues which were painted to be life-like looked almost indistinguishable from the original subject.  
 
    Along with each incredibly work of art was a bronze plaque that had the name of the artifact and its artist written on it in the Elder Tongue. Dora frowned as she examined the items. Try as she might, she couldn’t find the dome’s source. Whatever method the unknown work of art was using to project the barrier, it was undetectable through conventional methods. 
 
    “I’m not picking up anything with Detect Magic or Analysis,” Dora said, disappointed.  
 
    “Well, I am, but it’s for the built-in magical features and defenses of the artwork, not the dome.” 
 
    She glanced over at Scarrot and Holt. “You guys have been in here long enough do you have any idea which of these is the culprit?”  
 
    “You’d have to ask Uldo, he’s the only one who can read this gobbledygook,” Holt said dismissively.  
 
    “Oh, right, you’re from Val’Narash originally,” Dora said, looking over at the bald, dark skinned man.  
 
    “My mother was. I was born outside of the continent,” the muscle of the Menagerie stated. “She did teach me the language, though, so I can read the Elder Tongue. But knowing the names won’t help figure it out.” 
 
    He pointed at a random statue. “That piece is called ‘Devotion of the Stars.’ And that fancy red and orange carpet they have on the wall over there? It’s called ‘The Floor is Lava.’ Seriously.” 
 
    “Well, to be fair to the naming sense, that carpet is heavily enchanted with all sorts of fire magic,” Dora said, glancing at the decoration in question. “It’s a defense feature. Anyone who breaks into a house with that carpet and steps on it will spontaneously combust. Nasty, but effective against thieves.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, then, what about that painting over there?” Uldo said, gesturing to the centerpiece of the gallery. “That right there is called ‘Depiction of Utopia.’ What kind of magic do you sense from that?” 
 
    As soon as he said the name, Dora stiffened. In her head, the words of the goddess echoed. ‘Find Utopia…’ 
 
    “It can’t be,” Dora muttered, turning to look at the artwork in question. As she beheld the painting she gasped.  
 
    It was beautiful. The painting was a landscape portrait of an unknown yet impossibly serene and pure location. At times, the painting would shift, the image on the canvas changing to another unearthly scene. A city of marble of gold with towers of glass. An ocean of starlight with sand as white and soft as clouds. Fields of lush, beautiful grain stalks. A thousand and one hills covered in flowers with a million and one colors. A golden sun with silver clouds.  
 
    This and more flashed before Dora’s eyes as she stared into the painting. She felt a pull. A tug. An intense desire and need to touch the picture’s purple and gold frame. As if in a trance, the Healer stepped forward. 
 
    “Dora?” Uldo asked worriedly. Everyone turned to look at her as she began to approach the painting as if in a trance. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Enrai demanded, pushing his way through the crowd. 
 
    “I don’t know! She looked at that painting, and all of a sudden she’s acting like a zombie!” Uldo cried, confused as everyone else. 
 
    “I think she wants it,” one of the workers said, watching as she grabbed hold of the edges of the picture frame. 
 
    “Good luck with that!” another caravan crewman scoffed. “We’ve tried all sorts of tricks to get those art thingies off the walls! She’ll never do it!” 
 
    Still in a dream-like state, Dora ignored all that they said, and firmly gripped the frame holding “Depiction of Utopia.” Then, with barely any apparent effort or difficulty, she yanked it off the wall. There was a popping, fizzing sound that came from where the painting had been stuck on, and with that, Dora blinked her eyes and blearily looked around at the stupefied expressions of the men nearby. 
 
    “Whu-what happened?” she asked, her tongue numb for some reason. 
 
    “Uh, you just managed to steal that painting. Somehow,” Reesh helpfully said. Confused, she looked down at the landscape painting she’d grabbed ahold of and hissed in a shocked breath. 
 
    “It looks like I found Utopia,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “What?” Scarrot demanded. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Dora said, waving it off. She looked back down at the framed four foot by three foot work of art. Before she could say anything more, a rumble shook the palace, and everyone looked around in a panic. 
 
    “I think I found the source of the barrier!” Dora exclaimed, holding up the artwork.  
 
    “What’s happening now?!?” Reesh cried. 
 
    “The dome is either going to collapse, or it will slowly shrink until it’s part of the painting again!” Dora exclaimed.  
 
    “Well how are we going to escape now?!” one of the workers demanded. 
 
    “Um, well, I guess,” Dora stammered, caught on the wrong foot by the abrupt shift in her plans. 
 
    “We’ll huddle close together and wait for the dome to either vanish or shrink small enough so Dora can toss her ring outside of its influence and summon the portal. Then, we run like our hair is on fire!” Scarrot declared, deciding for them their plan of action. 
 
    “Sounds good to me!” Enrai said after a second to think it over. Muttered approvals filled the gallery towards the orc’s idea. 
 
    “We can’t stay here, though! The demons won’t stand around waiting, they’ll be coming for us! We’ll need to find a place that’s defensible in case they come after us!” Ain said urgently. 
 
    “I know just the spot! Everyone, follow me!” Reesh declared, and he began to lead the large group out of the gallery back towards the servants’ quarters. 
 
    “When I was exploring, I found this dead end-like place. We can have our backs to the wall, while funneling the demons towards us along a narrow pathway! Easy to defend, and when the dome shrinks we can toss the portal-ring behind us and run through it without worrying about anything cutting us off!” the Menagerie’s lanky handyman explained. 
 
    “That just might work! Good job!” Dora praised. He smiled sheepishly, only to scream in shock as he rounded a corner. The rest of the group skidded to a halt as well. 
 
    The dome was definitely shrinking. They could now see the edge of the gold and blue barrier imploding towards them, or rather, towards the painting in Dora’s hands. But, at the edge of the dome were dozens of slavering demonic beings, cheerfully running amok in what was once a lobby. 
 
    “How did they get inside so fast?!” Dora demanded incredulously.  
 
    “Open window?” Enrai suggested. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter how! They’re blocking the way forward!” Scarrot growled. “Gut ‘em, lads!” 
 
    With a deafening roar, the caravan workers sprinted forwards, blades raised. They slipped out of the barrier and slammed into the demons, who had not been expecting to be attacked. They were caught by surprise and driven back. But not defeated. Demons were stronger than mere mortals and were beings of conflict and destruction, and though caught off guard, they rallied quickly and began to bite and gnaw and claw at the fighting escapees.  
 
    Vim and vigor and cheap steel blades were not enough to match Abyss-birthed talons and fangs and hides and pure, unadulterated hatred. The slavers were soon crying out in pain and fear as the demons retaliated, forcing them back.  
 
    “Let’s back them up, Ain!” Enrai shouted, darting towards the barrier. The Grand Elf nodded and drew his saber. Soon, they were joining in the slaughter, spilling demonic ichor everywhere. A crackling of lightning here, and demonic limbs went flying. A burst of flames there, and demonic flesh was turned to ash.  
 
    After a short bout of violence, the group returned to the dwindling safety of the barrier, panting slightly. 
 
    “Anyone hurt?” Dora demanded. A few men raised hands, showing off acid burns or deep lacerations.  
 
    Though drained, Dora pushed herself to heal them quickly, her Light magic making short work of their injuries. 
 
    “Take it easy, Dora!” Holt admonished her as she doubled over, gasping for air after healing the last person.  
 
    “I-I’ll try,” she wheezed.  
 
    “We cleared the way,” Ain said, wiping his blade clean of steaming black gore. “How much further?” 
 
    “Um, another two corridors, a staircase, and an atrium,” Reesh replied. 
 
    “We better hurry, than, I don’t like the looks of things,” Enrai said, eyeing the steadily shrinking area of the dome. Everyone nodded in agreement.  
 
    They rushed past the disintegrating remains of the demons, trying to find their way out. More demons continued to appear, though, forcing the group to fight their way through each room and hallway they passed.  
 
    “Just a little bit farther!” Reesh claimed. “Just a little bit more…! There it is!” he cheered happily as he led the group to the spot. 
 
    Just like he’d said, the long corridor terminated in a dead end. While there were some doors along the side that led to storage closets, this was the best place for holding off demons. 
 
    “How much time do we have before the barrier is small enough?” Ain asked Dora, who was still rather pale. 
 
    “Uh, I guess a couple of minutes now?” Dora said, looking intently at the painting. “The rate of collapse for the dome has increased, so no more than ten minutes or so.” 
 
    “That is ten minutes too many.” 
 
    A voice filled with frozen fury washed over the group, and the prisoners all began to tremble. 
 
    “He’s back? He’s back! Oh Cynthia, he’s back!!” one of the caravan crewman cried, throwing his sword to the ground and tearing at his hair.  
 
    At the entrance to the corridor, a figure in a pitch-black robe wearing a silver mask marked with a spiral motif appeared, surging forth out of the shadows. Raw hatred seethed from his very being, and none of them could resist the pressure squeezing down upon their backs. 
 
    “Spiral!” Scarrot growled furiously, glaring at the World Rebellion Apostle.  
 
    “I leave for a day to tend to other matters on Erafore, and what do I find when I return? A jailbreak and a robbery at the same time!” the cultist snarled, glaring at the group from beyond the barrier.  
 
    A wordless roar of anger escaped his lips and he slammed a fist against the receding dome. It shook violently, and a few cracks appeared on the surface. Gasps ran through the group. 
 
    “You think you can just leave? That you can steal from the World Rebellion?!” Spiral growled, slamming another fist onto the surface of the barrier. The cracks widened, and Dora cried out in pain as the mystical painting she was holding spat out sparks of pure magic that scorched her hands and face. 
 
    “But there is one good thing about this whole mess! You brought me one of the Chosen Ones I’ve been hunting!” Spiral crowed. He raised his fist to strike the dome but paused. Behind him, dozens of demons had been drawn to his presence, and they crowded around him, eager to get a taste of fresh meat after so long! 
 
    “How about we make a deal?” Spiral said, his voice suddenly turning smooth and charming. “Little girl, if you hand yourself over to me, I will let everyone else go free!” 
 
    The demons barked and howled in dismay, but the cultist silenced them with a glare. As for the Menagerie’s crewmen they were all confused, looking from Dora to the World Rebellion agent. Could it be? Was Dora a Chosen One? 
 
    “Never!” Scarrot snarled, interposing himself between Spiral and his daughter. “I won’t let you lay a hand on her!” 
 
    “Give yourself to me, child, and everyone you love will be allowed to leave this place,” Spiral said, ignoring everyone but the half-orc. “I’ll even let you use that ring of yours to create a portal for them to exit through. How about it? You won’t get a better deal!” 
 
    Dora bit her lip and looked down at the mesmerizing landscape “Depiction of Utopia” provided, then at everyone around her. Would he really let them go? 
 
    “Dora, don’t you dare listen to him!” Reesh shouted, startling her out of her thoughts. “He’s a monster! Even if he honors his promise today, tomorrow he’ll just do something worse! He doesn’t care about you, us, or anyone! He’s a Void worshipper! Don’t let his lies get to you!” 
 
    “Reesh is right!” Uldo declared. “The Void can give you nothing but despair! Don’t trust him!” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Dora! We’ll find a way out of this mess one way or another. So don’t you dare give in!” Holt shouted. Cries of support and defiance rippled forth from the rest of the group, as well as jeers and insults aimed at Spiral. 
 
    “I…” Dora began hesitantly but trailed off. She looked up at Scarrot, then Ain and Enrai, and then at the rest of the Menagerie’s workers she’d come to view as family. She tightened her grip around the painting that was the only thing keeping them safe. 
 
    “I won’t!” she shouted. Then, in a smooth motion, she tore Grub’s portal-ring off of her hand and threw it behind her. 
 
    Spiral roared in anger and delivered a third and final blow to the already damaged barrier. It wobbled, distorted, and then shattered into a million glowing pieces. 
 
    As soon as the dome fell, the ring Dora had tossed hit the floor, bounced once, then expanded rapidly into a swirling grey vortex. 
 
    “Run!” she shouted, and the group needed no other prompting. Spiral screamed at them in fury and pointed at the fleeing men. With cries of demented joy the demons sprinted towards the now defenseless slavers. 
 
    “Holt, you’re in charge now. Keep them safe and tell Reed I’m sorry I can’t take over as he wanted. Monk boy, grab my daughter,” Scarrot commanded, tightening his grip on his whips. Enrai nodded solemnly and grabbed her by the shoulders. The half-orc’s eyes widened as she realized what Scarrot was planning. 
 
    “No! No, you can’t!” Dora screamed. She tried to reach out to him, but the scarred orc just shot her a sorrowful, yet tender, look. 
 
    “B’ghez Ildora, akz mwerol,” Scarrot replied in orcish, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “No! No, please! You can’t do this! You can’t leave me!” she cried, struggling to break free of Enrai’s arms. The Monk only held onto her tighter, preventing her from slipping out. 
 
    “I love you, Dora. And I’m sorry,” he said, repeating his words in Common. She screamed and cried and tried to escape the Monk’s grip, but she failed. 
 
    Scarrot turned away and raised his whips. The demons beyond the fading membrane of protective light howled and brayed, foul curses dripping from every slavering maw as they charged at their prey. 
 
    With a wordless battle cry, Scarrot leapt at the press of demons and threw himself into them. Shocked at the suicidal bravado the orc displayed, they hesitated, granting him a chance to lay into the horde without retaliation for a few moments. His bladed scorpion whip rent flesh, scales, and chiton asunder with every stroke. Each successive strike it delivered was bloodier and more gruesome than the last blow. In his other hand, the corded leather whip stung and struck joints and eyes, stunning and blinding demons, leaving them open for his barbed whip to flay them alive. 
 
    He was a whirlwind of snapping, crackling, blistering death, and Scarrot roared defiantly at the demons as he spilt their ichor. 
 
    “Let me go, Enrai! Let me go!” Dora wept, even as the Monk dragged her back towards the portal. Besides the two of them, Holt and Ain were the only ones left. 
 
    “I can’t do that, Dora!” Enrai said apologetically. 
 
    “NO! You’re not leaving!” Spiral shouted angrily. He raised his right hand and pressed it against the wall.  
 
    Immediately the stone began to shift and bulge before a dozen large tumor-like growths erupted from the wall and spat out hideous, deformed creatures. They were all the same color as the stonework of the wall, and Dora, Scarrot and Holt recognized them as the same sort of monsters that had attacked their campsite. 
 
    The artificial monsters surged forward, trying to reach the half-orc. 
 
    “Blind them with the storm’s light! Thunder Flash!” Ain shouted, sending a wave of piercing white light at the monsters. They stumbled but just kept charging. 
 
    “No!” Scarrot cried, trying to turn around and defend them, but a demon blindsided him and clamped insect-like mandibles onto his left arm. He lashed its face off, but another demon lashed out and scored a deep wound on his right side with its talons. He was being overwhelmed. Holt grimaced at the thought of leaving but snapped the orc a salute when his boss shouted at him to run. 
 
    “Farewell, my brother in all but blood! You will not go unavenged! This I swear!” Holt vowed, before leaping through the vortex. 
 
    “Stop this!” Dora cried as she was dragged away towards the portal. One of the stone monsters lunged at her, but Ain shattered it with a massive blast of lightning. It simply began to rebuild itself, though, the broken pieces reattaching themselves before their eyes. 
 
    “You won’t get away, girl! You and everyone you know and love will die, and it will be all your fault!” Spiral roared. He raised his right hand, and concentrated. There was a hum, and the light around him distorted and warped. Seconds later, a spear made of light appeared above his palm. He tossed it at Scarrot. 
 
    The spear flickered and moved faster than any of them could register. One second it was in the cultist’s hand, the next it was piercing through Scarrot’s chest. He staggered and coughed out blood, sinking to his knees. The demons screamed in triumph and began to tear at him even more ferociously.  
 
    “NO!” Dora screamed. She managed to get her right arm free of Enrai’s grip, and thrust her hand out, as if trying to grab the dying orc and shove the enemies away.  
 
    Somehow, the latter actually happened.  
 
    A pulse of silver light erupted from her outstretched hand, and it slammed into the demons, burning them to ash. The rush of holy energy swallowed the strange stony monsters chasing after her and reduced them back into ordinary stone. 
 
    Spiral tried to resist, but the purity of the magic was too much even for him, and he screeched in pain as his black cloak boiled away into wisps of dark mist, and five long cracks split his mask. 
 
    It shattered, the pieces of his silver faceplate falling to the ground. Spiral howled in pain and fury, and Dora recoiled in horror as he glared at her with a blurred face that looked like it was rapidly melting away. 
 
    “You! YOU! I’LL KILL YOU!” Spiral screamed, lunging at her. But Scarrot tackled him to the ground. Even with a huge hole in his chest, he somehow managed to protect his daughter with his last breath.  
 
    Dora screamed and cried, but Ain and Enrai finally managed to drag her into the portal. The last thing she saw was her father wrestling with the agent of the Void. And, for some reason, as the portal closed, it slowly turned silver. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    There was a lurching sensation in Dora’s gut, and she was thrown violently to the ground. Her knees sunk into something soft and grainy, and she fell face first into a sand bank. Ain and Enrai’s landing was not any better. They too sprawled senselessly onto the sand, but ended up in a tangled heap entwined with each other. 
 
    As they struggled to untangle themselves, Dora tried to run back to the portal to try and save her father, but it was too late. The vortex was already gone, leaving nothing behind but a ripple of displaced air. 
 
    “No…” Dora wept helplessly. “I couldn’t save him!” She looked to the side where the impossibly beautiful painting lay, and she scowled fiercely.  
 
    “Stupid goddess… Chosen One? What in the Hells gives her the right to decide my fate like that? I have nothing to show for it but this dumb painting and a dead father!” she tried not to cry, but in the end her tears poured like rain down her face. 
 
    Ain and Enrai, finally untangled, shared concerned looks with each other. They weren’t sure if they should try and comfort her. However, they soon found a reason to get her attention. 
 
    “Um, Dora? I hate to interrupt your grief, but, uh, look up.” 
 
    The half-orc sniffled and glared at the pair. “What do you want? Can’t you see I’m… grieving?”  
 
    She stared at the horizon. Not at the odd blue and white colored sand. Not at the impossibly crystal-clear water that filled her vision. Not even at the palm trees that were too perfectly straight. No, what she, Ain, and Enrai stared at was a pair of moons, both of them blue, that hung in a sky filled with unfamiliar stars. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re on Erafore anymore,” Enrai said slowly. Dora and Ain could only nod dumbly in agreement. 
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