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 Chapter 1: The beginning of an end 
 
      
 
    The sun screamed down upon the hard earth. The pale grey landscape baked under the fiery heat and light. It was just another day in the Dreadlands. And toiling away beneath the burning sky a caravan was moving along a winding trail between tall, rocky hills. 
 
    Horses plodded along, transporting large covered wagons and portable steel cages. Most of them were empty, but a few contained various majestic and deadly animals. However, the sun was too much for them, and most of the magical beasts lay slumped in their containers, lethargic and dazed. 
 
    The workers within the caravan looked no better than their merchandise, drooping under the sun as it beat down on them. they rode along on horses as well, but it was a slow, plodding march all the same. Nothing fared well under the heat of the hottest day of the year. 
 
    “Argh, it’s too hot out here!” A young woman with mint green skin wiped a hand across her forehead as perspiration dripped down her face. Her steed, a chestnut mare with a star shaped white splotch on her forehead, whinnied in agreement. 
 
    She glared up at the sun before quickly averting her gaze as the rays seared her eyeballs. 
 
    Riding next to her atop a drab draft horse a lanky, almost gangly, young man laughed. 
 
    “Trying to win a staring contest with the sun, are you, Dora?” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you just lost a staring contest with the Cockatrice, Reesh. I mean, look how ugly and deformed your face is! Oh, wait, that’s just how it normally is,” the young green-skinned woman shot back. 
 
    The tall and thin man laughed, his toolbelt jangling at the motion. “Ooh, scathing!” 
 
    “If you have the energy to laugh, you have the energy to ride ahead and scout out the area,” a human with black hair and a goatee called out to the caravan’s handyman, pulling his own steed close enough to cut into their conversation.  
 
    Reesh rolled his eyes but nodded, and, heeding the order of the Menagerie’s second-in-command, spurred his horse onwards to the front of the caravan to check on the terrain ahead of them. 
 
    “You too, Dora! Keep Reesh out of trouble, will you?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Holt!” Dora said, and the half-orc patted her mare’s neck. “Let’s go, Starspot! Let’s make sure nothing tries to ambush or eat Reesh.” 
 
    With an eager neigh the chestnut horse took off, and Dora sighed in joy at the wind that whipped past her. 
 
    “Good girl!” Dora cheered. She spared a glance behind her at the rest of the caravan that sweltered under the sun. 
 
    The Yellowmoon Menagerie. A famous, or depending on your opinion of slavery, infamous, caravan that trawled the blasted grey wastes of the Cracked Land, one of the three inhospitable regions of the Dreadlands.  
 
    It peddled slaves, but only those enslaved due to crime or debt. But what the Menagerie was truly renowned for was as a group that hunted and captured rare and dangerous monsters. From the man-faced, bat-winged, scorpion tailed Manticores, to the lizard-chicken, petrifying Cockatrice, the magical beasts of the Dreadlands were no match for the Yellowmoon, or its leader. 
 
    Against her better judgement, Dora sought out a person she knew to be at the front of the caravan. Her eyes quickly found him without difficulty. After all, how hard was it to spot a dark green-skinned brute nearly seven-foot tall, bulging with muscles, and missing his left leg? 
 
    Scarrot Yellowmoon narrowed his eyes, returning Dora’s stare with one of his own. The young blonde-haired Healer quickly turned aside from the full-blooded orc’s gaze and hastened over towards Reesh, who was holding his right hand up to his brow in a futile attempt to shield his eyes from the sun as he looked over the landscape. 
 
    “Anything odd or unusual?” Dora inquired as she rode up to him. Ahead, the hills scattered and flattened, becoming more akin to a prairie of ashen grey dust.  
 
    “Maybe. I think I’ve got two humanoid blobs on horses up ahead coming our way. No real dust trail following them, so they’re either not moving fast, or they’re on foot. 
 
    Dora snorted in disbelief. “As if anyone would be foolish enough to wander out here on foot! They’d be dead before the week was out!” 
 
    “True. They could be monsters,” Reesh warned, left hand reaching instinctively towards a throwing knife secured to his waist. The Healer patted him on the shoulder, stopping him. 
 
    “We’ll get closer to ascertain their identities. Don’t go jumping the sword, now.” 
 
    Reesh snorted but complied, and urged his steed on towards the two specks in the distance, with Dora following close by. 
 
    “So, I couldn’t help but notice you’ve been unusually attentive to the boss recently. Anything I should know about?” the caravan’s repair guy asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, nothing.” 
 
    “You sure? ‘Cause I’m certain everyone in the caravan has noticed how you keep staring at him. Uldo and Rindel are considering starting a betting pool on why that is. Personally, I’ve got eight silver riding on your little inquisitive glances being an orcish attempt to challenge him for dominance of the caravan!” 
 
    “What?” Dora gasped, befuddled. “I don’t, what even, huh?” 
 
    Reesh nodded, patently ignoring the sputtering Healer riding next to him. “Yup. So, if you wouldn’t mind helping me win the pot, could you perhaps confront him about taking over sometime?” 
 
    “You want me to help you cheat with a bet involving me!?” Dora demanded, giving the thin slaver next to her an incredulous look. 
 
    “If you would. But if you don’t could you at least not confess your undying love to the boss? I don’t want Uldo to win the pot.” 
 
    “He bet on me for WHAT?!” Dora shouted, and a few sparks of silver and green fizzled and popped around her, her mana agitated by her sudden swing in emotions. 
 
    “Well, if you’re not staring at Scarrot for reasons of being enamored or confrontational, why are you giving him such intense looks all the time?” Reesh asked.  
 
    “It’s because, urg, well,” Dora faltered. She looked at Reesh and saw the man who’d been like an older brother to her since she’d joined the Menagerie. 
 
    Not only that, but she still recalled how much he’d helped her and Kari back in Annod Bol. Even if said help involved wearing outfits even streetwalkers would find risqué. And trying to avoid wondering why the repairman even had those. 
 
    Pushing thoughts about the ordeal she’d gone through in the City of Slaves from her mind, she looked Reesh square in the face, determination to avoid the question set in her eyes. 
 
    “My reasons for staring at him so often are my own. So please, don’t ask anymore.” 
 
    Seeing the hardness in her features, Reesh sighed, but nodded all the same. He then turned his attention back to the approaching figures. 
 
    Up ahead, the two dots that vaguely resembled people had drawn closer, and now formed into two men in traveling cloaks riding atop a pair of black horses. 
 
    One of the men was thin and willowy, not unlike Reesh, though under his dust stained hood a pair of sharp, knife-like ears could be seen poking out from dirty blond hair. At his waist an elfish saber was sheathed.  
 
    Next to the elf, the other man had unusual features. His skin was darker, but not as dark as Uldo’s, who was part Amazonian. Rather, it had a tanned quality to it. His eyes were slanted, and black fuzz rested atop the man’s head. He chose not to wear the hood, showing off a series of tattoos that crawled up his neck and onto the back of his head. Unlike the elf, he had no obvious means of defense. Dora wondered if he was one of those bare-handed ‘martial artists’ Distant Qwan boasted of. 
 
    The pair of travelers halted as the two caravaneers hailed them. 
 
    “Greetings, travelers! I’m surprised to see two people wandering out here,” Reesh called out. 
 
    “You know, you’re not the first group to call us out. Is it truly so rare to see only a duo traveling the Cracked Lands?” the elf inquired. 
 
    “You must be new here if you’re asking that question,” Dora said with a roll of her eyes. “Safety in numbers is one of the first lessons people learn here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that a beauty such as yourself is so kind as to give us fair warning,” the man with the partially shaved head said. He gave her a bow, which brought a flustered huff to her lips. The elf gave his partner a smack upside the head. 
 
    “No flirting, Enrai!” 
 
    “Ow! No need to hit that hard, Ain,” the man complained. He was definitely a resident of Distant Qwan with that name. 
 
    “Oh shush, a blow like that couldn’t even make you flinch,” the elf said before turning back to Dora and giving her an apologetic bow. 
 
    “Sorry for my friend’s antics.” 
 
    “No worries,” Dora said, waving off the apology while wiping the blush from her face. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Reesh give the Qwanese man an annoyed look. 
 
    “Which caravan are you from?” Ain, the elf, inquired once he had made up for his companion’s flirting. 
 
    “The Yellowmoon Menagerie,” Reesh said shortly.  
 
    “Truly? Then, that is them in the distance?” Ain asked as his face lit up.  
 
    Dora and Reesh shared a concerned, and confused, look with each other. Most people were not that eager to run into them, unless they were looking to buy something or someone. But neither of these men looked the type to purchase slaves. Or have the means to care for them out in the grey wastelands. 
 
    “Yes,” Dora said slowly. 
 
    “Would you mind terribly if we followed you? We have some questions we want to ask your boss.” 
 
    “Fine. Just don’t fool around, we’re transporting a jumpy Rock Troll right now, and the last thing we need is an idiot or two to make it go on a rampage because it’s been provoked,” Reesh warned before turning his horse around. 
 
    Ain frowned at the tone the handyman took, while the human who went by Enrai was content to try and chat up Dora. 
 
    “So, what’s a lovely flower like yourself doing out in the Cracked Land?” he asked, sidling up to Dora. 
 
    She gave him a deadpan look. “I work as a Healer with the Menagerie. That’s all.” 
 
    “Oh my! Such a lovely purpose! I never thought to see a disciple of the Moon Goddess out here of all places! Ah, this must be destiny!” 
 
    Dora rolled her eyes, however she clamped down hard on her expression, tooling it to be as neutral as possible. Unused to praise or such forwardness from a member of the opposite gender, the man’s praise made her stomach do flips, and her face wanted to erupt in redness.  
 
    Not to mention the way he spoke the Common Tongue with an accent, which added an intriguing aspect of exoticness to him. 
 
    It wasn’t easy for her to endure the near constant flirting, and when Dora returned to the caravan she quickly took her leave. 
 
    “Such a shame to see you go! I will remember this meeting forever, my lovely flower!” Enrai called out to her as she left. 
 
    A dark scowl split Scarrot’s features as he overheard that, while a few of the other men in the caravan shot the Qwanese traveler bemused expressions. 
 
    “Laying it on a little thick, isn’t he?” a voice scoffed as Dora fled to the middle of the caravan. She let her breath out. 
 
    “Definitely. Is that really how men try to attract a woman’s attention, or is it a Qwanese thing?” she asked, giving Enrai a questioning look. 
 
    Atop a stocky pony a gnome with spiky blue hair looked back up at Dora. 
 
    “I think that’s just him. He seems like an odd duck,” the caravan’s quartermaster and cook commented. 
 
    “What do you think he and his friend want?” she asked, discreetly peeking over her shoulder towards the pair as they spoke with Scarrot. 
 
    “Dunno. Directions, perhaps?” 
 
    “They seemed oddly eager to speak with him though. And who in the Hells only travels through this place as a pair?” the blonde half-orc griped. Rindel scratched at the mess of scar tissue where his nose used to be. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re looking to buy. They feel like men on a mission,” the gnome said slowly, peering at the duo of dust stained travelers with an appraising eye. “They’re not ordinary men. They carry themselves with none of the swagger a slaver out here would, nor do they have a stick up their ass like a noble or self-important buyer.” 
 
    “So, adventurers?”  
 
    Rindel gave Dora a pitying shake of the head. “Knights, more likely. Probably looking for a runaway to bring to justice. Though what sort of criminal would get on the bad sides of both the Second Elfish Domain and the Celestial Empire of Qwan?” 
 
    “A dumb one,” the Healer commented, watching as Ain shook hands with Scarrot after a brief but intense discussion. The elf wore a frown as he led Enrai off. They apparently hadn’t found what they’d been looking for. 
 
    Rindel hummed in agreement with the half-orc’s assessment before going back to his duties of watching over the food wagon. 
 
    Dora, on the other hand, continued to watch the two travelers as they left. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt drawn to them. Not because of Enrai’s pick-up attempts. Gods no! But something about them seemed as if they held power. And that power was calling out to her. 
 
    She shook her head and guided Starspot back to the head of the caravan to finish her scouting duties. The last thing she needed was the caravan thinking she’d fallen for a smooth-talking stranger! 
 
    . 
 
    “We’ll make camp here!” Scarrot bellowed, calling a halt for the day’s march in a spot halfway between the open plains and the more sparsely hilly region they’d left behind them. The sun was barely starting to dip, and a quick Timekeeper cantrip revealed it was late afternoon. 
 
    “Boss, why are we stopping? We could get in another few miles before dusk,” Dora questioned. She wasn’t complaining, she was dog tired after riding through blistering heat. She was curious though as the scarred orc rarely gave breaks. 
 
    “Because the animals are exhausted and heat stricken, Ildora,” Scarrot said. “Just because your horse is of finer stock and can go longer doesn’t mean the rest of them can.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dora said, grimacing at the named he had used and turning away. 
 
    ‘Ildora.’ Ever since she had joined the caravan Scarrot had refused to call her anything else. For two years she had been convinced it had been a form of mockery of some kind. A way for the orc to show distain or superiority over her half-blooded status. 
 
    Until last year when she had learned the true meaning behind the name. 
 
    The way she obtained that knowledge was thanks to a young woman she had helped escape from slavery. The Menagerie had been hired to transport Kari, a woman who possessed two rare Bloodline Traits, to the dreaded city of Annod Bol.  
 
    Forced by the now deceased Tower Lord Dominick Krave to use her powers to revive an ancient Titan artifact for his mad schemes of world domination, Kari had enlisted Dora to stop him, and managed to escape. Kari then killed Krave by shoving raw magic into his body. Of course, that nearly resulted in Dora being framed for Krave’s murder and executed.  
 
    Dora frowned as she remembered that. It had been a political ploy to keep the city and its slaves in line, but thanks to the help of the Chained God, Naliot, she managed to escape prison and, with the help of Kari, chased down a demonic cult to shift blame onto them for Krave’s murder. 
 
    Only to discover that the cult was trying to summon the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, demonic mistress of Lust and Hedonistic Pleasures from the Abyss into the mortal plane, and consign Annod Bol to an even worse fate than slavery! 
 
    A shiver crawled down the Healer’s spine at the thought. She wasn’t sure how exactly she and Kari had escaped. When the Queen’s avatar had touched Dora’s body, silver light and flowers burst from her, and drove the demonic entity back into the dark realm she’d came from. 
 
    And then, to finish the adventure, Kari, with Dora’s help, stole the Aegis Sphere, a Titan artifact capable of traversing dimensions. But right before the woman whom Dora had come to consider a friend left the Dreadlands, the raven-haired imparted the truth of the name ‘ildora’ to the half-orc. 
 
    There was a sudden stray gust of wind, and the tent collapsed in a flump. Dora’s eye twitched. As she resigned herself to trying to set up her tent, her eyes kept flickering over the pale green skin on her hands. A light green that was the color of mint. Mint. Or, in the orcish tongue, ‘ildora.’ 
 
    Did the other members of the caravan’s crew know what it meant? Rindel perhaps knew, as he had been a scholar before becoming joining the Menagerie. Holt too likely knew as he’d been with Scarrot since the very beginning, and the two were as close as brothers. 
 
    Why did the battered, bitter, peg-legged orc call her that? Was it really an insult? Or was it, as a part of her mind traitorously tried to convince her of, a term of endearment? 
 
    Dora growled a little to herself. Partly because she was annoyed by the mystery, but mostly due to the fact that her tent refused to stay up.  
 
    “Need help, there?” Reesh asked, sauntering over to her from his properly set-up tent. 
 
    She glared at him, but eventually acquiesced. “I think the ground is a bit too hard. The stakes won’t go in properly.” 
 
    The handyman hummed and bent down, examining the packed grey soil. He prodded it and nodded to himself. 
 
    “Yeah, very hard. Here, let’s dig out a little hole, make it easier,” Reesh suggested, using one of his daggers to stab the earth.  
 
    “So, you feeling better?” he asked after a minute. “I mean, what with that guy ogling you, and the heat…” 
 
    “He was trying to flirt, not ogle me,” Dora said with a roll of her eyes. “And he couldn’t even do a proper job of that!”  
 
    “But yeah, the sun’s going down and the heat is finally letting up. Not looking forward for tomorrow, I can tell you that!” 
 
    “Summer is always a wretched season down here. Just be glad you’re not further south in the jungles! It has both heat and humidity!” Reesh said as he planted the tent-stakes. Dora gave a shudder at the thought. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be visiting that place any time soon,” the Healer declared with a grimace. After another minute of getting her temporary domicile up she huffed in relief seeing it was finished.  
 
    “Ah, finally!” she uttered. Dora stretched, letting the tension out of her body. Reesh looked away, coughing slightly. 
 
    “I’m going to go help Rindel make dinner,” Dora decided, and she wandered off to the cooking fire placed in the middle of the ring of tents and wagons. The repairman nodded in a dazed manner, which confused Dora, but she put it out of her mind as she approached the crackling flames. 
 
    The gnome looked up at Dora and held out a dagger. “Could you slice these turnips for me? And cut the salted pork?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she replied, taking the offered tool and starting on a few of the ingredients she removed from a sack next to the blue-haired gnome. 
 
    “Sucks that you have to be the one on cooking duty all the time. I mean, staring into a fire after riding under a great big ball of heat?” 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry, I like cooking, and you’re a good helper. Besides, it’s not like I can let anyone else do this. Can you imagine what Uldo, Holt, Scarrot or Gods forbid Reesh would come up with?” 
 
    Dora shuddered as images of greasy, burnt food popped into her mind.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s an issue I don’t want to have to confront.” 
 
    The two of them laughed and chatted as the sun dipped ever further, unaware of the shadows twisting and writhing behind them. 
 
    . 
 
    A blot of pure darkness appeared in the growing shadows of the hills of the Cracked Land. Swiftly, the shapeless mass rose, forming into a humanoid shape draped in a black cloak. His face was obscured by a silver mask that bore the mark of a spiral, and he moved with surety and grace.  
 
    He reached the top of the hill whose shadow he had crawled out of, and stared into the distance where a far-off campfire could be seen, surrounded by wagons and tents. 
 
    Without hesitation, the cloaked man slammed his hands onto the surface of the grey hill. His limbs were surrounded by a crackling aura of grey light that seethed and spat and sunk into the soil. For a few seconds nothing seemed to happen. 
 
    The suddenly, the ground trembled violently and shuddered and bucked before exploding upwards in dozens of plumes of dust and dirt.  
 
    From the hill and its surroundings, tens of malformed, grey-skinned monsters pulled themselves out of the ground.  
 
    Each one was naked, yet had no external organs. Not even ears or noses. Only pitch black sunken sockets for eyes and slavering jaws full of needle-like teeth for features. And not even all of those were on the head. Some of the abominations had mouths in their chests, or eyes on the palms of their hands.  
 
    Long, gangly arms and legs with jagged talons clawed at the earth, tearing clods up as they appeared from the bowels of Erafore, and they growled and screeched with a loathing for all things.  
 
    Some had quills and barbs, others had spikes, still more had ridges and gnarled lumps. Each of the summoned creatures were unique in their hideousness, yet they all turned as one towards the being who had called them forth. 
 
    The man in the silver mask and black robes pointed down at the campsite in the distance. 
 
    “Break them, and bring them to me,” he intoned imperiously. “Kill the spares.” 
 
    With a roar, the monsters surged forth, pouring down to the valley like a tide of biting jaws and rending claws. 
 
    And atop the hill, the man smirked beneath his mask and strode confidently down the hill, before he sunk into the shadows at the foot of the earthen mound, and awaited the spoils of war his minions would bring. 
 
    . 
 
    The first sign that something was wrong was a harsh pain that struck Dora in the chest. She winced and paused to rub her bosom with her free hand. In the other, she clutched the knife tightly. 
 
    Rindel also looked around, concerned. His magic had twinged violently, and from the half-orc’s reaction he knew she too had felt something. 
 
    A few feet away, the Cockatrice in one of the cages perked up and began squawking loudly. An aged Manticore the caravan had acquired woke from its nap, and began to growl. The Rock Troll hooted and hollered in fear, and started to pound against the bars that held it back from escaping.  
 
    “What is going on?” Scarrot demanded as he stomped out of his tent as the noise reached a crescendo. He cracked his leather whip at the Manticore, trying to quell it, but the man-faced beast continued to emit its odd whistling roar. 
 
    “Dunno, boss! They all started to act funny!” Reesh cried, trying to ensure the blindfold on the Cockatrice stayed on. No one wanted rays of petrifaction magic to go flying around. The horses too were going berserk, stamping and snort with eyes wide with fear. 
 
    The only equine who seemed calm and collected was Starspot, but even Dora’s ride was jittery. The Healer jumped to her feet, meal preparations forgotten, and tried to calm the star-spotted mare. 
 
    Then, there was a rumble. A clash of rolling thunder. Yet there was not a cloud in the sky.  
 
    Dora’s head slowly turned, attention drawn inexplicably towards the horizon behind her. In the distance a cloud of dust was rising, and her soul screamed at her, trying to warn her. 
 
    From between gaps in the circle of tents, the blonde half-orc stared in horror at the approaching monstrosities that grew nearer, and were almost upon the camp.  
 
    She screamed. 
 
    Even before the terrified cry had left her lips, though, men of the camp had spotted the on-coming horde and made ready, grabbing spears, swords, and whatever weaponry they had at hand. 
 
    “Gather around the fire, form ranks and don’t let them near the animals!” Scarrot bellowed, drawing from a holster at his waist a leather whip studded with razor sharp shards of steel. He cracked it against the ground to punctuate his orders, and the caravan scrambled to form a defense. 
 
    Dora darted into her tent and emerged carrying her crossbow. She fumbled a bolt into place and took aim, firing at the monsters.  
 
    Unfortunately, the setting sun was directly in the defenders’ eyes, blinding them if they looked too hard. And that meant that Dora’s attack barely did anything as her aim was off, the bolt slamming into a pale shoulder and doing no visible damage.  
 
    “They’re using the dusk to strike!” Holt warned, a bit superfluously as everyone had already figured that out. Still, they all nodded as the second-in-command drew his mace and stood ready with them. 
 
    Dora loaded another bolt and fired. This time her shot managed to bring one of the strange creatures down as the point bit deep into its head, felling it.  
 
    But then the abominations were upon them, dashing into the camp. The pasty, grey-skinned beasts tore through the tents, shredded canvas flying like drab confetti.  
 
    Reesh retaliated and threw a cluster of knives, managed to score a few hits. Rindel gathered up a gale of wind in his hands and unleashed a miniature storm on the front ranks of creatures, staggering them and allowing the rest of the camp to attack. 
 
    Uldo, the largest man in the group, swung his battle-axe and split one monster that had a mouth on its back in twain. 
 
    Holt crushed the head of another, even as mouths on the ends of its hands snapped at him. 
 
    Scarrot’s twin whips blurred, snapping and cracking and striking at the monsters. Some, he tripped, forcing them to fall to be finished off by a nearby spearman. Others, had their limbs shredded by his bladed scorpion whip. 
 
    “These are not real!” Scarrot roared in shock at the lack of blood from the creature’s limbs. 
 
    The warning came too late for one man. He’d turned aside after cleaving one monster’s arms off, a fatal blow for any mortal being. But the creature had no need for such life sustaining fluids for it had no life of its own. Rather, grey dust spilled from the wound and it simply kept going, slamming into the caravan member and using its unnaturally wide mouth to bite the man’s neck. He collapsed in a spray of red and Dora screamed.  
 
    She tried to run forward and cast a healing spell, but it was too late. The light faded from his eyes and the monster looked up at the half-orc with gore-stained lips. 
 
    There was no time to scream, only to act. She leveled her crossbow and fired it and point-blank range. The bolt tore through the creature’s skull and imbedded itself in the foot of another grey-skinned beast that was directly behind the one she’d shot. 
 
    Dora then quickly hung her crossbow on the loop at her belt and brandished the kitchen knife she’d held onto. It was no real match for one of these odd, deformed monsters but it was better than nothing. 
 
    ‘Damn it! If only I’d bothered to learn more offensive magic!’ Dora snarled to herself as she parried the claws of the monster she’d shot in the foot. The wound barely slowed it, and it kept coming. Moments before it overwhelmed her a mace covered in electricity shot forward and smashed into its head. 
 
    “Dora, pull back!” Holt ordered, gesturing her towards center of the defensive circle. “Take care of the wounded!” 
 
    “Got it!” Dora agreed, sprinting backwards. She immediately began muttering chants under her breath and started to try patching up as many of the wounded as she could.  
 
    The creatures just kept coming, though! For every one that was defeated, another seemed to take its place. 
 
    Worse was that if the abomination didn’t actually die from an attack, and was only wounded, it would turn its attention to one of the corpses of its comrades and devour it, somehow repairing its own damaged body with the flesh of a fellow monster. 
 
    Dora vomited when she saw that happen. One monster had lost its arms, and another had lost its legs. They immediately attacked each other, until the legless one succeeded in pulling apart its own companion and stuffing it’s remains into its hideous maw. And then, in front of her eyes, its legs had grown back, only they were bigger, stronger, and more durable than the original ones had been.  
 
    The restored abomination slaughtered the two men who had wounded it and the cannibalized creature. 
 
    “They just keep coming!” Rindel cried, sending a scything blade of wind through a pasty grey neck. 
 
    “Then just keep killing them!” Reesh shot back, forced to use his daggers in melee range now. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to hold out much longer,” Scarrot growled, snapping his scorpion whip and cleaving off a leg, followed quickly by a follow-up strike to sever the head. He glanced over at Holt.  
 
    “Where are they coming from?” 
 
    “Dunno, but they’re persistent,” the goateed second-in-command said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “Argh!”  
 
    Dora whipped her head to the left. “Uldo!”  
 
    The brawny black-skinned man was being pulled down by dogpile of groping, grasping abominations. He vanished under the tide of grey skin and a spurt of blood cut off his cries. 
 
    “No!” Dora screamed trying to rush over to her brother figure. Her arm was grabbed by Scarrot before she could make it. 
 
    “If you go there, you’ll end up just like him!” the orc shouted. He pushed her behind him as a monster lunged at the pair. His peg leg snapped out and he blasted a hole through its chest with a Magic Arrow spell shot off from his rune-engraved false limb. It stumbled, and he whipped its head off. 
 
    “But he’s…!” 
 
    “If he’s dead, then you won’t accomplish anything by dying!” Scarrot roared. He looked around, before picking up Dora under his arm and carrying her off to the side. The rest of the crew saw what he was doing and quickly formed ranks to protect them. 
 
    When the monsters had attacked, they’d only targeted the people, not the animals, caged or otherwise. Most of the horses had bolted at the first scent of trouble and blood, but only one had remained, patiently and loyally waiting for its rider. A horse that had a star-shaped mark on its forehead, and had originally been bred as a noble’s warhorse before Dora got her. 
 
    “Ride to Creidor! Inform Reed of what happened!” Scarrot ordered, shoving the half-orc into the saddle. 
 
    “But what about you?!” she cried. She looked at her friends and companions, but there was a grim look of determination in the eyes of the Menagerie’s crew. 
 
    “You’re still innocent enough to make a better life elsewhere, Dora,” Reesh said sadly. 
 
    The blonde’s eyes widened in shock. “No! Don’t you dare!” 
 
    The rest of the caravaneer’s gave her steady looks. They had resigned themselves to their fate as they turned to hold off the tide of grey death. 
 
    “Go! Ride! Get out of here, Ildora!” Scarrot commanded, and he slapped Starspot’s flank, causing the horse to bolt. 
 
    “No!” Dora screamed. She tried to grab the reins of her horse and return to the camp, but the mare refused to be controlled, barreling past torn tents and shredded bodies as rider and mount escaped into the growing gloom of night. 
 
    “Stop it, Starspot! We have to go back!” Tears were pouring down her face as she was forced to flee. But her words did not reach her steed. It loyally continued to run away from the danger towards the west, where help might possibly be. 
 
    Under the rising moon’s pitying glow, Dora wept for her family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Allies amidst ruin 
 
      
 
    “Starspot, how much further are you going to run?” 
 
    The half-orc received a tired, yet firm, neigh as a reply. Though the blonde Healer could not understand her, she did get the gist of it; ‘I will stop running when we are safe.’ 
 
    Clinging bareback to her steed, Dora looked around the darkened landscape trying to see through the gloom. The moon was a waxing crescent, and the darkness was even more oppressive without the usual bright, soothing light it gave off. 
 
    Rider and horse were galloping rapidly through the hills they had passed through just hours before. It was easy enough to maneuver through terrain for now, as the mounds were spaced evenly and the path was wide. But she knew that it would be rockier the further north she rode towards Creidor. And that meant more ways for Starspot to trip up. 
 
    “We need to stop,” Dora pleaded, eyelids drooping, body almost falling off Starspot’s back. She was tired, sore, and so very, very drained from the tears she’d shed as she was forced to run from the camp. 
 
    Starspot whinnied, snorted, and jerked her head towards a spot of light dancing atop a hill in the distance. 
 
    A campfire! That meant there might be someone who could help them! 
 
    Dora directed her loyal mare towards the light. Sensing that the spot was more or less safe, Starspot slowed down to a canter, and Dora was thankful for that. Charging into a campsite was not the best idea when everyone who traveled the Dreadlands carried weapons or knew how to fight. 
 
    “Help! Can you help me?” Dora pleaded riding up the hill to the campfire. At the top she saw two figures standing and in guarded stances. 
 
    “Flower? Is that you?”  
 
    “Huh?” Dora blinked, confused as to why that term sounded so familiar. It then hit her when the fire next to the two men sent a plume of sparks flying, and the light of the embers revealed a semi-bald head and a pair of knife-like ears. 
 
    “You two… from this afternoon,” Dora muttered, recognizing the elf and the man from Distant Qwan. 
 
    “Ain, and my companion Enrai,” the elf said, releasing his grip from his sword’s handle. “And you were the half-orc Healer with the Yellowmoon Menagerie. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “The caravan was attacked,” she got out before slumping against Starspot. The elf hurried to her side and helped her down, careful to lay Dora on her back atop a blanket his companion hastily put down. 
 
    “By what?” Ain asked, glancing nervously around the darkness. 
 
    “Grey-skinned creatures. At least, they seemed that way. They did not bleed, and seemed to be filled with dust,” Dora revealed. Enrai brought over a water skin and Dora gratefully took it, gulping down the contents with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Each one was similar, yet different. Long limbs with sharp claws, strange sunken pits for eyes, and mouths full of fangs. But some of their eyes and mouths weren’t on their heads, and they ate each other to recover from non-fatal wounds.” 
 
    The two travelers shared an incredulous look. Dora noticed and frowned. “It sounds strange, but it’s true! I’ve never seen anything like them before, either. And none of the crew seemed to recognize what they were, either. And some, like Scarrot, have lived here their whole lives. So, whatever they were, it wasn’t natural for them to be in the area.” 
 
    “On purpose, then,” Ain mused. “Deliberately led to your group?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the half-orc said tiredly. She then tried to sit up. 
 
    “Please, you have to help! We need to go back to the caravan!” 
 
    The two men shared another look, this time unsure. 
 
    “We would love to help, but our mission cannot be delayed,” Enrai said apologetically. “It is a time sensitive matter. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But, but I!” Dora began, but held her tongue. Even if they were foreigners to the Dreadlands, it would still be a stretch for strangers to help someone they just met. Hells, for all they knew, Dora could be trying to lead them into a trap! 
 
    “You’re heading to Creidor, correct?” Dora asked after a minute. When their expressions turned surprised and wary, she weakly held out her hands in surrender. 
 
    “It was obvious. You were looking for information when you spoke to the boss, and I bet it’s because he was a slaver, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ain said cautiously. “We’re on the hunt for some people. Slave traders would likely know what we needed. Our destination was Creidor from the start, then Annod Bol if we found nothing there. Running into the infamous Yellowmoon and his Menagerie was a happy surprise.” 
 
    “Unless you have a referral from a well-known slaver, you wouldn’t have made it very far into Creidor, let alone Annod Bol,” Dora said, an idea forming. “And meeting with Blackjack Reed, the man who runs the place and knows almost everything about the slavery operations in the Cracked Land? Forget it! They’d turn you away at the door!” 
 
    The two men grimaced, and Enrai had a pained look on his face. 
 
    “But,” she said, grabbing their attention, “I have an ‘in’ with him. I’m one of the few competent magical Healers in the Cracked Land, and I am a member of the Menagerie. Boss Scarrot is close with Reed, and I’ve given him medical treatment before. Help me rescue my caravan, and I promise you I will get you an audience with the Lord of Dust Town.” 
 
    Ain looked at Enrai, and the young Qwanese man could not hide his eagerness. The elf nodded at him before looking down at Dora. 
 
    “Very well, then. We have an accord. We’ll help your comrades, and in exchange you will ensure we meet with Blackjack Reed.” 
 
    Dora nodded rapidly before pulling herself up off the ground. Her muscles were on fire and every motion was pain, but she got to her feet and staggered over to Starspot. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go!” she said, dragging herself back onto her steed’s back. The two men nodded, quickly packing up and kicking dirt over the fire before saddling up. 
 
    In no time at all the trio was riding pell-mell towards the caravan’s camping ground. In order to guide them, Ain conjured up several orbs of yellow light that hovered above the riders, lighting their path. 
 
    “How long ago did you leave them?” Enrai inquired. 
 
    “two, maybe three hours ago,” Dora claimed. She’d been too emotionally disturbed to check the time with a cantrip. 
 
    “Then let’s hope we can get there soon,” Ain said, and they rode off into the night. 
 
    . 
 
    “Oh gods… why? WHY?!” 
 
    Dora fell off of Starspot’s back as she entered the ruined campsite. Ignoring the pain from the fall and her body’s tiredness, she crawled through the blood and ash that had replaced her home. 
 
    At some point after Dora had left, someone or something had kicked the cooking fire’s coals around, and a few of the tents had gone up in smoke. The ground was also slick with gore in many spots where the caravan’s crew had fallen. 
 
    The dawn revealed all of this to the trio as they looked around. Ain and Enrai had frowns on their faces as they stared at the devastation.  
 
    The monsters that had attacked were gone. None of their corpses remained, save for a few piles of grey dust that might have been evidence of where a few of them had ‘bled,’ for lack of a better term. 
 
    But curiously, so were the bodies of the caravan’s crew. There was lots of blood that had churned up the ground and created muddy splotches, but no other remains. Not even a scrap of skin or shard of bone.  
 
    “What kind of creatures could have done this?” Ain asked, dismounting from his horse to take a closer look. His eyes glowed as he observed everything via magical means. Enrai just looked disturbed. 
 
    “They’re all gone… why are they all gone?!” Dora demanded, on her hands and knees as she scrambled around through the grit. 
 
    “D, Dora?” A weak, stuttering voice called out to her, and the Healer sucked in a breath as she tried to find the source. 
 
    “Under the Cockatrice.” 
 
    Without waiting, Dora shot over to the wagon that still miraculously held the lizard-like flightless bird with its blindfold securely over its eyes. It sensed the half-orc and regarded her warily, but relaxed when it seemed to notice she was not one of the creatures that had filled the air with the stench of blood and death. 
 
    Underneath the portable cage was a torn piece of tent, covering a small lump. A tiny hand reached up and shifted the canvas shroud, revealing a shock of vivid blue hair that was matted with sweat and dirt.  
 
    “Rindel!” Dora gasped, pulling the gnome out from his hiding spot under the wagon, dragging the tent with him. 
 
    “Why did you come back? Not that I’m complaining,” the quartermaster hastily added when he saw her tearful expression. 
 
    “I ran into the two travelers from yesterday,” Dora explained, gesturing vaguely behind her in the direction of Ain and Enrai. “I promised them I could get them in to see Reed if they helped me rescue you guys.” 
 
    “Might have promised a bit much, don’t you think?” Rindel wheezed.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Dora argued. She saw there was a lot of red staining the canvas that was clinging to his legs and yanked it off. 
 
    She choked on a scream that tried to escape. The strangled cry instantly drew the two men’s attention and they rushed over, only for their faces to go pale as they stared at the ruined stumps where Rindel’s feet should have been. 
 
    “One of the monsters had a giant mouth on its back,” the gnome said, wincing as he too looked at the damage to his legs. “I didn’t even notice it was playing dead. So, when I tried to step over it to reach another of the creatures, well…” 
 
    Rindel made a chomping motion with his teeth. Despite herself and the situation, Dora let out a tiny giggle. The gnome grinned weakly, glad to see her smile. 
 
    Said grin turned into a grimace as a wave of pain wracked his body. 
 
    “Ahhh, curse the gods that hurts so much!” 
 
    Dora put her hands on the wound and closed her eyes. “Bind and mend. Take pain and suffering, and let them flee. Close Wounds!” 
 
    The Healing spell did its job and the bloody mess that was Rindel’s legs stopped leaking as the wound closed shut, forming raw, tender scar tissue. 
 
    Dora panted heavily, the spell depleting almost all of what was left of her physical and mental energy. Still, she rallied herself by flooding her own body with a jolt of her mana, stimulating her not unlike a sudden infusion of caffeine.  
 
    “You shouldn’t do that too often,” Ain cautioned as she felt the half-orc reinvigorate herself. 
 
    “Yeah, you were doing that all night to keep yourself awake,” Enrai added. “I’m amazed you even had any magical power left to spare on a proper spell!” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m a Healer, I know my own limits better than anyone,” Dora said, waving off their concerns.  
 
    None of them, Rindel included, believed that, but decided now was not the best time to discuss it. 
 
    “What happened to the rest of the caravan, Rindel? Where are they?” Dora asked pleadingly. 
 
    “Gone. Taken by the monsters,” the gnome said. He coughed a bit as he looked over the battlefield. “Even their own corpses were removed. They left nothing behind.” 
 
    “But why? Who would want to kidnap them?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dora, but this was no mere revenge plot. This was something bigger. You felt it before they attacked, right? That sense of unease?” 
 
    “As if my soul was telling me to run,” the Healer agreed. 
 
    “That’s the sign of powerful, dangerous, and foul magic,” Rindel said, and Ain nodded in agreement. “Whoever wanted us, did so for a reason beyond our business.” 
 
    “Tracking down those abominations shouldn’t be too hard then,” Dora said. “Especially if they’re carrying bodies.” 
 
    “Not everyone was dead,” Rindel claimed and she looked at him hopefully. “I know Scarrot and Reesh were alive when they were dragged off, and I think Holt was more or less conscious. As for the rest? I don’t know. After my feet were bitten off I rolled myself under the wagon and covered myself with the tent. Shortly afterwards the creatures rounded everyone up and removed them.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan now?” Enrai asked. Dora looked down at Rindel, and he returned it. 
 
    “I’ll keep my promise,” Dora vowed. “Let me grab some supplies from my tent, and we’ll all make the trip to Creidor together.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll make it that far,” Rindel said slowly, taking another look at his legs. 
 
    “The town is only two weeks away. Less, in fact, since we won’t be traveling with a bunch of slow moving wagons,” Dora pointed out. “And I will make sure you will live, with all of my power.” 
 
    “There’s not much use for me in the Menagerie anymore if I cannot walk,” Rindel protested. “Nor will I be able to go traveling with you to find the others.” 
 
    “Then you can work for Reed in Creidor somehow. You know how to balance books and manage supplies, it can’t be that hard to find a similar job under his employment,” Dora stated firmly. “He won’t turn you away, I’ll make sure of that as well.” 
 
    The gnome sighed but relented. “Understood. That’s for the best, then.” 
 
    He turned to the elf and human who were still nearby. “Oi, you two! There should be some food and water still around. Assuming the monsters didn’t ruin it all. Find what you can!” 
 
    “Got it,” Enrai said with a mock salute. Ain just nodded.  
 
    While they stocked up for the journey, Dora returned to her tent, which had only been knocked over, and not set on fire or ripped to shreds. Clothes, spare equipment and tools, and the few personal effects she’d acquired over the years.  
 
    Two of the last things she contemplated bringing with her lay before her at the foot of her cot: a slave collar made of silver, and a cast iron statuette of Naliot, the Chained God.  
 
    As much as she hated to admit it, they were important mementos for her. Not to mention they served practical purposes as well.  
 
    In the end, she stuffed them into her pack. Better to have them and not need them. 
 
    She emerged from the tent as the sun was starting to properly usher in the morning. Looking around, she spotted the cages that still held the magical beasts that had been captured. Dora placed a hand on the bars of the first of the three occupied prisons, and let a few trickles of mana leak into it.  
 
    On the floor of the cage a magical array burst to life, and the aged Manticore yawned before curling up, asleep. Activating the large Sleep spell array put more strain on her, and she sucked in a few gasps of air to steady herself. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mister Ain?” Dora called out between pants. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can. Please place your hands on the bars of the troll and Cockatrice’s cages and fill them with mana,” Dora instructed. Ain did so, and in no time the two remaining beasts were put to sleep thanks to their own cages’ magical array. 
 
    “What are you doing now, Dora?” Rindel asked, watching her looking through the rubble of the campsite before messing with the locks. After a second there was a ‘clunk!’ as the door to the Manticore’s cage unlocked.  
 
    Dora repeated the process of unlocking the other two cage doors with the key she’d scrounged up. 
 
    “They might be dangerous animals, but it feels wrong to leave them to die of thirst and exposure inside locked cages,” Dora stated. “When they wake up, we’ll be long gone, and they’ll be able to go free.” 
 
    The gnome sighed wistfully at the half-orc’s kindness, while the two other men watched her actions with surprise. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Dora declared, grabbing Starspot’s saddle and harnessing it to the mare. She added a blanket to the top of it so she could sit on it properly and tied her pack to it.  
 
    She then walked over to Rindel and picked him up. The blue-haired gnome only gave token complaints about being picked up like a child. 
 
    “Hey, if I pass out while riding, will you make sure I don’t fall?” she asked him seriously, and the quartermaster gawked at her. He finally nodded and she smiled in relief.  
 
    “That’s good. You’re riding with me.” 
 
    She helped Rindel get into a spot that would be comfortable for the both of them before swinging herself into the saddle behind him. 
 
    “Are we ready to go?” she asked the two other travelers, and Enrai grinned while holding up a bulging sack as an answer. 
 
    Hoping that it contained supplies for the long ride ahead, Dora simply nodded before spurring Starspot towards the path to Creidor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Dust Town 
 
      
 
    The journey to Creidor was a long one. At least, that’s how it felt for Dora. At some point during the first day after leaving the ruined remains of the Menagerie the Healer had passed out in the saddle, panicking Rindel as he tried to keep her from slipping off Starspot’s back. 
 
    In the end Rindel had begged the other two travelers to stop for her. She couldn’t ride while unconscious, and it would be too tricky – and dangerous – to try and keep riding with an unresponsive companion. 
 
    The next day, things calmed down. Dora woke up marginally rested and refreshed, and their travel towards Creidor continued. 
 
    “Anything we should know about the town before we get there?” Ain inquired as he rode besides Dora. 
 
    “Don’t make a fuss, regardless of what you see,” Rindel said, seated in front of the green-skinned woman. Dora nodded at that. 
 
    “Creidor might be the largest civilized settlement aside from Annod Bol in the Cracked Land, but there’s a lot of crime that goes on. Not to mention the unscrupulous slavers who kidnap and abuse their ‘merchandise.’” She shot the two of them a hard look. “Regardless of how you feel, you can’t try to help anyone. It won’t end well for you.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can handle a few ruffians and hired goons,” Enrai said with a laugh. 
 
    “Can you handle the might of the Tower Lords of Annod Bol?” Rindel asked, and the martial artist choked a bit. 
 
    “W-what you do you mean by that?” he demanded. 
 
    “Every slave merchant in the Dreadlands pays fealty to one of the Six Tower Lords of the City of Slaves. No ifs, ands, or buts. They control the monopoly, so if you attack one slaver without just cause, they can and will find ways to hurt you,” Dora warned.  
 
    “Even Scarrot had to,” Rindel pointed out, and that made the elf and Qwanese listen close. “But after the deaths of Lord Krave and Lord Tiegan, Yellowmoon has been in a bit of a limbo state. No patron, but we’re renowned enough not to worry about any problems right now.” 
 
    “Another thing you might want to keep in mind when we get to Creidor is to be polite to Reed,” Dora added after a bit of thought. “He might be getting old, but he knows a lot of people, and it is his town.” 
 
    “Is all of your advice going to involve not picking a fight, my flower?” Enrai asked. 
 
    “I think that sort of thing would be common sense,” Dora said dryly. “But if you want some non-fight-related advice, here’s some; take a bath there while you can, because there is no other place to get good and clean for miles.” 
 
    “That is sound advice,” Ain commented. “The dust here gets everywhere.” 
 
    “At least it’s not sand,” Rindel said. “Scarrot once took the Menagerie into the Golden Dunes of Saluda. Never went back after we left. Way too many problems with sand getting everywhere, even worse heat, and did I mention sand already?” 
 
    “Not a fan, I take it?” Dora asked cheekily.  
 
    “I’d set the desert on fire if I could,” the gnome grumbled. He then looked thoughtful. “Actually, that might be possible. There are several oil fields buried beneath the dunes…” 
 
    “No, bad Rindel! No plotting to destroy the landscape!” Dora scolded, bopping the tiny man on the top of his head. 
 
    That earned a few laughs from the group. 
 
    “So, how much farther till we reach the place?” Enrai asked after settling down. 
 
    “In a day we should reach the road that leads to Creidor. After that, it’s another day of travel to get there. So, gods willing and time allowing, we should be in the walls of Creidor the day after tomorrow,” Rindel informed them after a quick peek at their surroundings. 
 
    Maps of the Cracked Land were rare. It was simply too dangerous to traverse without a large escort and ample supplies, which made it hard for the cartographers to move around as they liked. Most travelers and natives of the place made do with landmarks. Which, for the keen-eyed, were everywhere. 
 
    The hills they had ridden through were one such landmark. Even on the flat plains they currently rode through, there were places that stood out. Dora followed Rindel’s gaze, and nodded in agreement with his assessment. The Sulfur Flats, where the Menagerie had run into a juvenile Megalith Snail, was to the north of them. She could just barely see the plume of acrid gas and stony spires that made up that region of the Cracked Land. By following its border they could reach the road to Creidor easily. 
 
    Indeed, though they were mere smudges in the distance, a meandering line of people could be seen off in the distance. The road was close, and so was civilization. Or, at least, a vague approximation of such. 
 
    . 
 
    “That is Creidor?” Ain asked in disbelief as they neared the walls of the town. 
 
    “Yup. Expecting it to be bigger?” Dora asked. 
 
    “The opposite, actually,” the elf admitted. “Not to mention the ‘unique’ architecture…” 
 
    “Yeah, it kind of looks like the citizens forgot to build outwards and instead went up,” Enrai added, looking both impressed and skeptical of the tower-like buildings that rose over the wall of the town. 
 
    Back when it had first been built, no one had expected Creidor to expand so quickly, or be so successful. And due to dangers and costs of trying to build a new wall to accommodate the influx of inhabitants, they built towers, stacked houses atop one another, and crammed as much as they could into the limited amount of space they had. 
 
    There was a second settlement built outside the walls of Creidor. More of a shanty town of tents and cheap structures, it was also a market for those who couldn’t afford to peddle their wares inside the walls of Dust Town.  
 
    As the group approached the gate, some of the people milling around and traveling in and out of Creidor recognized Dora and Rindel. They stared, confused as to why only two members of the Yellowmoon Menagerie had come, and who their companions were. 
 
    And of course, they wondered why the blue-haired gnome was missing his feet. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” one of the guards inquired as the quartet stopped near the gate. 
 
    “We need to speak with Reed. Urgent business,” Rindel said, passing them an iron slate he had removed from Scarrot’s tent before they’d left. The guard looked the pass over, confirmed it was not a forgery, and waved them on in. 
 
    “Rather dusty out here,” Enrai complained as a gust of wind swept a cloud of gritty greyness into his face right as the group entered Creidor. 
 
    “It gets worse the further west you go. Not so bad in the south near the Lake of Tears or Annod Bol, but the closer you get to Saluda, the more things fly at your face,” Rindel commented, wisely ducking his head as the wind picked up. 
 
    “Reed’s place is pretty much smack dab in the center of town, so we just take the road straight in,” Dora said cheerfully. It did her heart good to see so many people around. Some of them were even smiling! 
 
    “Will anyone stop us from trying to enter his mansion?” Ain inquired, looking around curiously at the sights. Constant dust storms had caked everything in a layer of grey, and the area just felt messy and cluttered.  
 
    “Only the doormen, but they’ll let us in,” Dora said, and she flashed them a confident smile.  
 
    The home that belonged to Reed was modest in size. It was only three stories, which for Creidor seemed unnatural. Warehouses were attached to either side, and the shops and buildings lining the road to it were of higher quality than those outside the district. Of course, that wasn’t saying much. But they were clean, and that was the only way the upper-class of the town were capable of showing off their wealth externally.  
 
    “Hey guys, I’m back,” Dora said, cracking a wan smile at the armed men at the door to Reed’s manor.  
 
    They eyed her curiously, not sure of why she was here without the rest of the troop, but sent one of their own off to inform the closest thing to a mayor the place had. 
 
    Almost immediately they were all ushered inside, and their horses were led around back to private stables. 
 
    Like the first time the Healer had met the aged master of Dust Town, Blackjack Reed was in the greenhouse that had had a table for tea set up. There were only three chairs, and one was already occupied. 
 
    He smiled warmly when he spotted Dora, but that expression quickly turned dark when he saw Rindel, or rather, did not see the gnome’s feet as he was carried in on Dora’s back. 
 
    “What happened? Where’s Scarrot and Holt? And who are these two?” he demanded, gaze flickering briefly over the elf and Qwanese man before settling back on the half-orc. 
 
    “We were attacked by monsters,” Rindel said, succinctly summing up the events from the camp. “One of them got my legs, and dragged away the rest.” 
 
    “Describe these creatures to me,” Reed instructed. As Rindel and Dora explained their looks and the uneasy feeling they’d given off, the man’s expression grew darker. 
 
    “Disturbing. I have never heard of such things before,” Reed muttered. He glanced at the half-orc. “How did you escape from them, my dear?” 
 
    “The crew forced me to run,” Dora said when Reed’s eyes fell on her. She shifted nervously as she put Rindel down in a seat and found one for herself next to him. 
 
    “Boss shoved me onto Starspot and told me to run to find you while the rest of the caravan held off the monsters. But as I was riding, I ran into them,” Dora said, gesturing towards the men standing behind her, “and begged them for help.” 
 
    “And what exactly did you offer them for their services,” Reed inquired, giving the strangers a suspicious glare. 
 
    “All we wanted was a chance to speak with you, Mr. Reed,” Ain said placatingly. “You have a large web of informants and numerous connections in the Cracked Land, and we wished to buy some information from you.” 
 
    He stared at the elf, then at the martial artist. He sat back in his chair after appraising them and smiled thinly.  
 
    “Well, I don’t see why not. You helped some friends of mine, so we can talk business if you so desire.” Reed clapped his hands and a servant appeared from a side door. 
 
    “We’ll be having four guests staying with us for a while. See to it they are properly accommodated.” He faced Rindel next. “Go see my doctor. He’s no Healer, and I’m certain Dora has already taken care of you with her magic, but I’d prefer it if you got checked out by another professional.” 
 
    “As for you two,” he began, glancing at Ain and Enrai, “We will discuss your matters tonight, and I will see what I can do.” 
 
    Dismissal laced his tone, and the two men bowed their heads politely before walking out. Another servant popped out and carried Rindel off, leaving Dora alone. 
 
    He placed his hands on the table, palms up. “If you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    Dora nodded and took his hands into her own. She closed her eyes and magic well up from within her. She probed his body, checking for any signs of disease or infirmity, and cautiously sent tendrils of Healing magic where Reed’s body needed it most. 
 
    After a few minutes of healing, she sat back with a huff.  
 
    “What’s your prognosis?” he inquired, massaging his wrists to get the tingle of foreign magic out of them. 
 
    “Still the same as when I last saw you three months ago,” she said sadly. Reed scowled.  
 
    “That bad? Damnation. And now Scarrot and Holt are missing!” He slumped, the weight of years apparent in that moment. 
 
    “I wanted them to be my successors, you know? Between them, the two had the strength and skill and brains to run this town. The rest of the chumps I have running around? They’d burn this place to the ground with their pathetic attempts at leadership! Not to mention all the infighting that’d occur.” 
 
    “What about Rindel? He’s a core member of the Menagerie! Everyone knows him!” Dora protested. 
 
    “They know him as ‘that blue-haired gnome that works for Scarrot and Holt,’ not as his own person to be feared or respected,” Reed replied tiredly. He rubbed his eyes, suddenly tired. 
 
    “So, there’s no one?” she whispered. Fear tightened her chest. She liked Creidor. Considered it a home away from home. Small, but cozy. Infinitely nicer than Annod Bol, too! To think about Reed’s lieutenants tearing it apart as they fought for dominance sat poorly in her heart.  
 
    “Oh, there’s one or two who’d be decent, but none as good as your bosses,” Reed sighed. 
 
    “What about me?” Dora said hesitantly. “I could try and run the town. If it means keeping everyone here safe, then I’d do it.” 
 
    “I thank you for the offer, truly, I do, but you’d be a poor fit for a place like this,” the self-appointed mayor claimed. He gave her a grandfatherly look.  
 
    “You’re a Healer. And though you claim to no longer follow Cynthia, the fact still remains that you have too much kindness in you. Could you break a man’s legs to make a point? Or poison a family, women and children included, to ensure the Cracked Land stays at peace, more or less?” 
 
    Dora recoiled, and Reed nodded sadly at the disgusted look on her face. 
 
    “I did not get to where I am today by being a good man, and I have not kept order in these wastes by being forgiving. There is blood on my hands, and blood on the ‘throne’ I shall eventually pass on. No, you’re too good for my job.” 
 
    “Besides, I can see it in your eyes. You want to track down Scarrot and the rest. You want to save them,” he said knowingly. She nodded firmly at his assessment, and Reed smirked. 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’ll see what I can do. And who knows? Maybe what you seek is closer than you think!”  
 
    He dismissed her with a wave, and she stood and bowed before hurrying out of the garden room.  
 
    Once Dora had left, Reed clapped his hands again, only this time there was a different pattern to the sound. A new servant popped in, and the ruler of Creidor gave him a long look. 
 
    “Tell my men to find whoever took Scarrot. Leave no stone unturned. And, if necessary, make contact with my ‘extended family’ for information. I’ll pay whatever price is required.” 
 
    The servant bowed before hurrying off to do his master’s bidding. Reed settled into his chair, but found he could not bring himself to enjoy the heady aromas of the flora around him. 
 
    . 
 
    Dora stared at herself in the mirror. Not just a polished disc of bronze, or the reflection in a bucket of water that she’d become accustomed to, but an actual, honest to gods silver and glass mirror! It’d been so long since she’d been able to truly see herself. 
 
    Her eyes, light blue with a hardness lurking within, ran over her face and upper torso. Her mint green skin was scrubbed clean. Reed had been kind enough to allow her to use his personal bath to wash off the grime of travel.  
 
    Her straw blonde hair had been wrestled into a semblance of order with excessive use of brush and comb, and finally looked presentable. Normally she kept it shorter, but hadn’t had the time recently to give it a trim, giving it a ragged, disheveled appearance. 
 
    A dress had also been provided by Reed for her to wear. It was cotton, and a dark green color that rather complimented her paler green skin. Dora eyed it critically. It looked good on her, and a part of her was suspicious as to why Reed had something that fit her so well. 
 
    The feminine side of her – which had been buried since she’d come to the Dreadlands – squealed in joy that she finally had something beautiful to wear. She hadn’t worn anything this nice in years. Not since she’d been a child living with her mother in Far Reach… 
 
    Dora shook her head violently, clearing the thoughts of home from her thoughts. 
 
    This wasn’t the time to dwell on memories. If she did, Dora knew she would wallow in melancholy and misery over the loss of her mother and the people she saw as a foster family. And the Healer wasn’t sure she’d be able to claw her way out of the pit of depression if she fell into it at the moment. 
 
    “Are you decent, miss?” a voice called out. Dora looked over to the door to her room. 
 
    “Yes, you can come in.” 
 
    “No need, miss. Reed wishes for me to inform you that dinner will be served soon. I am to escort you to the dining room now.” 
 
    “Very well,” Dora said softly, sparing one last glance at her in the mirror. She quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Satisfied she looked proper, she walked over to the door and opened it. A woman waited for her on the other side, dressed in a maid’s outfit.  
 
    “This way, miss.” 
 
    Dora nodded and followed the servant through the mansion. She was led into a room with a long table set with five sets of silverware. Reed and Rindel were already seated, the lord of Creidor placed at the head of the table. To his right was the Menagerie’s quartermaster, and the gnome waved at Dora to sit next to him. 
 
    She obliged, giving him a soft smile. “Are you feeling better? How about your legs?” 
 
    “The doctor looked me over. He says you did a good job keeping my legs from getting infected. He foresees no additional problems with them,” Rindel said.  
 
    “How about, um, getting around? Can he outfit you with peg legs, or false feet, or something?” 
 
    “I don’t think peg legs are for me,” the gnome said. “We are considering making some special footwear, though. Like special boots that can double as feet that I can wear over the stumps.” 
 
    “It’s a work in progress,” Reed added. “Not to mention Rindel has graciously consented to working for me as a bookkeeper.” 
 
    “It’s a good offer,” Dora said, happy for her friend. Rindel smiled in relief.  
 
    “Thank you for that. I was worried you’d be disappointed.” 
 
    “How could I be? You’re hurt, Rindel, and this way you’ll be able to keep your mind off things while I track down Holt, Reesh, and the rest!” 
 
    Further conversation was cut off when Ain and Enrai entered, fresh from their own baths, and resplendent in formal robes. 
 
    Ain wore a black body glove underneath a dark yellow tunic, the combination a common style for members of the upper class in the Second Elfish Domain. He had combed his hair back, which brought attention to his storm-grey eyes. 
 
    He took his seat to the left side of Reed, facing Rindel. 
 
    Enrai, on the other hand, wore a flowing dress-like robe made of red silk with green cloud patterns along the sleeves and hem. The most noticeable change was his now completely shaved head. 
 
    He shot a wink at Dora as he entered, before sitting down across from her. 
 
    “Well, don’t you look lovely, my flower!” Enrai praised, and Dora fought back a blush at the compliment. “The dress is elegant and beautiful. Truly a match for you!” 
 
    “Please, no teasing the Healer,” Reed said with a neutral expression. Dora gave Reed a thankful nod and settled in to wait for the food to arrive. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long, as moments after Ain and Enrai sat down Reed clapped his hands, and servants poured into the room carrying platters full of food. 
 
    “I don’t normally entertain guests, so do pardon me if the dishes are not to your liking,” Reed said as he piled up steamed tubers alongside roasted meat onto his plate. “There aren’t many decent ingredients to be found locally.” 
 
    “That’s all right, anything you serve is going to be better than elfish trail rations,” Enrai said happily as he covered his plate in a little bit of everything. 
 
    “I’ve told you, taste does not matter when it comes to survival. The rations I packed are full of everything a person needs in order to live,” Ain argued back as he went for the fresh vegetables first. 
 
    “Maybe for an elf they are acceptable! I swear, your people have the most boring taste buds around,” the martial artist complained.  
 
    “Compared to the ‘local delicacies’ they serve in Qwan, I think a bland meal is better than the strange dishes they make in your homeland. Seriously, who eats the bird’s nest, but not the bird?” 
 
    “Alright, fair point,” Enrai conceded after thinking it over. Dora just giggled as she watched their interactions.  
 
    “So, what exactly brings an elfish Spellsword and a Qwanese Monk to the Cracked Land?” Reed inquired. The pair of them tensed at being recognized, and a harsh, overbearing presence filled the room. 
 
    Dora sucked in a breath as she felt the urge to run and cower. Several guards, who had been previously standing nonchalantly in the background, sprang to attention with their hands going for their weapons.  
 
    Rindel just continued eating nonchalantly, unphased by the bloodlust starting to thicken in the air. He’d experienced worse while working with Scarrot, this much was merely amateur. 
 
    Reed seemed to be of a similar mindset as the gnome and just looked bored by the blatant attempt to cow him. He waved his guards down. 
 
    “Put away your fighting spirit!” the mayor scolded everyone, looking utterly bored at the attempted intimidation. “And as for you two, did you honestly think I wouldn’t notice?” 
 
    He pointed at Ain. “You had your sword visible to everyone. And that particular style of curved saber is only used by elfish nobles, or Spellswords. And I can tell by your interactions that you lack the arrogance of a noble, which leaves only the latter option.” 
 
    “And as for you,” Reed said, turning his attention to Enrai, “you have a bald head, and those tattoos on it are reserved for marking one’s progression as a martial artist under one of the Four Schools of Fighting. If you weren’t a Monk, you’d have been killed by a real one ages ago for defamation and impersonation, both high crimes in Qwan.” 
 
    A stare-off began between the ruler of Creidor and the two foreigners, with Dora looking nervously from one to the other, unsure if she should step in or not.  
 
    The elf was the first to break eye contact, and he sighed while running a hand over his face. 
 
    “You’re rather sharp, aren’t you?” he asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “I like to think so,” Reed said modestly, leaning back in his chair as the tension drained away. Seeing there would be no conflict tonight, the guards put away their weapons and returned to standing at attention.  
 
    “So, why don’t you tell me who you’re looking for so I can start my search?” 
 
    Ain and Enrai shared a look before the Monk nodded and the Spellsword returned it. 
 
    “A few weeks ago in Qwan there was a rather unpleasant mess involving assassins, pirates, and an ancient family feud,” Ain began. “A very long and messy story kept short, a child from a prominent clan was kidnapped, and the kidnappers fled into the Dreadlands. We’re not sure where they went exactly, which is where we hope you can come in.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you give Reed some more information to go on then just that?” Rindel asked, annoyed at the truncated cover story the elf had fed them.  
 
    “Now, now, Rindel, I’d be a poor excuse for an information broker if I couldn’t find what they were looking for with just that,” Reed said calmly, raising a hand to forestall any arguments.  
 
    “Besides, anyone with even the remotest awareness of the outside world would know what these two gentlemen are talking about,” Reed continued, and the two men paled slightly. 
 
    “After all, it’s not every day the heir to the main family of the Supreme Clan of Bo is kidnapped right from under the noses of his family.”  
 
    “You’re certainly well informed about world events,” Enrai said with a shaky laugh.  
 
    “Oh, this much is nothing,” Reed said modestly. “What would be really impressive is if I knew that the necks of two entire lesser clans and the head of a renowned elfish sword master were all on the chopping block if the heir is not retrieved in a year’s time.” 
 
    “Alright, you’ve made your point!” Ain shouted, slamming a fist onto the table. Enrai grunted angrily and glared at Reed who just laughed at their expressions. 
 
    “First rule of dealing with a man like me; always assume he knows everything. You’ll only look foolish otherwise.” 
 
    The pair did not look satisfied, but they nodded politely, albeit stiffly, all the same. 
 
    “Thank you for accepting our request,” Ain said, a wariness in his gaze as he observed Reed. The elderly mayor smiled back. 
 
    “In three days I should have some information for you two, as well as for you, Dora,” Reed vowed, returning to the food on his plate. “Based on what I uncover, the prices for this information will vary.” 
 
    His words carried an air of finality in them, and no one dared to breach the topic again now that it had been so firmly concluded.  
 
    Dora tried to make small talk with the elf and Qwanese man, but it didn’t end up going anywhere. They were too rattled by Reed revealing their mission, and couldn’t find the energy to do much more than limited one or two word replies to the Healer’s questions. 
 
    Dora sighed deeply as she ate, bothered by the awkward atmosphere. She was used to dinner being a loud, lively event. Everyone in the camp would laugh and sing and tell stories while they ate. It gave her a sense of camaraderie and purpose. Hells, even when she’d eaten meals with her mother back in Far Reach there was a closeness between them. Here, the silence felt unnatural. 
 
    ‘Hopefully they’ll become better conversationalists tomorrow,’ Dora prayed silently to herself before one of the dishes caught her eye. ‘Ooo, there’s still one piece of Cockatrice fillet left! Mine!’ 
 
    Her fork clashed with Enrai’s, who’d reached for the same item. They stared each other down, Dora even baring her teeth at him. It was her food! Not his! 
 
    He relented and backed off. “Ok, Ok, no need to get snappy! Sheesh! I guess this flower has thorns!” 
 
    Dora smirked victoriously as she took the cut of meat. Maybe there was hope for them yet! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Darkening trials and trails 
 
      
 
    Within a white stone room four people had gathered. Three wore pitch-black cloaks and silver masks. The fourth member had purest white robes with inky black text writhing across the surface, while his face was hidden by a golden half-mask. 
 
    The man with the symbol of a spiral upon it was on his knees, groveling in front of the golden masked one. He stared at him with a sense of intense disappointment. 
 
     “Spiral, how long have you served the Void?” 
 
    “Three thousand years. Give or take a century.” 
 
    “And in that time, have you served faithfully?” 
 
    “Of course! I serve the World Rebellion and the Dweller in the Void above all others!” 
 
    “And yet somehow you managed to produce a failure so grand even I am impressed!” 
 
    Off to the sides, the men whose masks displayed a sword and a tree with six curling branches and roots watched impassively as one of their own was lambasted for his actions. 
 
    The man in the golden mask shook his head in disappointment.  
 
    “All you were to do was observe the target, and ascertain if they were one of Nia’s Chosen. What you were not supposed to do was attack her, kidnap her family, and force her to flee!”  
 
    It was rare that the Hierophant of the World Rebellion raised his voice due to anger. Slow, composed, and eerily calm were his hallmarks.  
 
    The raw fury and disdain in his voice towards Spiral’s mistake caused the three black clad men to shudder as waves of pressure slammed into them. Cracks appeared in the stonework around them and the glowing lamps that illuminated the empty room flickered violently. 
 
    The Hierophant took a deep breath to collect himself. The pressure receded and the World Rebellion’s officers all sagged in relief. With a wave of his hands, the cracks vanished as if they’d never been, and the light returned to its original, even glow. 
 
    “What exactly were you thinking when you attacked them? What was your plan?” 
 
    “If she truly was a Chosen One, her powers should have reacted to my own. My minions would have acted as a catalyst to awaken her hidden abilities, and the fear and pain of losing everyone she loved would have accelerated the power’s growth,” Spiral claimed, eyes locked onto the floor, unable to look his master in the face as he spoke. 
 
    “And yet nothing happened. And now we have a dozen men we need to feed and keep from escaping,” the Hierophant said, disappointment lacing his words. 
 
    “Wait, master! The girl escaped unharmed, so she will likely try to track her family down and save them! And when that happens, we can test her again to see if she truly is one of the prophesized ones!” Spiral declared. 
 
    “You are certain she is one of them?” the Hierophant asked after a moment of consideration. 
 
    “I am positive she is! She reeks of innocence and purity despite living her life as a slaver in the Dreadlands! She must be one of the Chosen Ones!” Spiral asserted. 
 
    For a long time the golden masked man stared down at the groveling figure before him. At length he nodded slowly. 
 
    “Very well. Your plan has merit. See to it that she does in fact get properly tested this time.” 
 
    Spiral looked up eagerly, but any thanks he had died in his throat as he felt a wave of nauseating energy erupt from the Hierophant. 
 
    With a lazy wave of his left hand, Spiral’s head and shoulders vanished in a spray of blood. Sword and Root flinched as flecks of red decorated their robes. 
 
    Before the decapitated form could collapse, the Hierophant waved his hand again, and the parts of Spiral’s body that had been obliterated were suddenly back, and the man gasped heavily. 
 
    “That was for rushing ahead blindly with your latest plan,” the Hierophant said coldly. He swung his right hand even harder a second time, and this time everything above the kneeling man’s waist turned into red mist. 
 
    Splotches of red stood out vividly on Sword and Root’s silver masks. 
 
    A second gesture restored Spiral’s body to its unharmed condition, and the disciple of the Void fell to his hands and knees, his breathing erratic. He tore off his mask in order to gulp down fresh air, revealing a pale-faced, middle-aged human with violet colored eyes and iron-grey hair. He whimpered pitifully as he lay on the floor trying to recover from the ordeal. 
 
    The pain of being killed and then revived was nothing to scoff at. Having it happen twice in rapid succession? It was a good thing they were no longer capable of being driven insane, or the sheer agony of having every cell and molecule blasted apart then reassembled while the soul was ripped to shreds and stitched back together and shoved inside a meaty puppet would render all but the strongest braindead with madness. 
 
    “And that was for killing Lord Tiegan prematurely and forcing me to personally oversee and manage Annod Bol and its various politics,” the Hierophant stated, his burning anger distorting the air around him as his mana went wild. 
 
    “Do not fail me so spectacularly again, Spiral, or next time I might not bother to fix what I break,” he warned. Message delivered, a purple and black portal sprang to life next to him and he approached it.  
 
    He paused before stepping inside and he turned to the other two minions standing in the room. 
 
    “By the way, excellent job in tracking down and tormenting your assigned Chosen One, Root. Make sure the slime’s trip to Drakon is a memorable one. But don’t antagonize the dragons too much. I’d hate to have to deal with them this early.” 
 
    The man with the plant design on his mask bowed deeply. “I am honored, my master.” 
 
    “As for you, Sword,” the Hierophant said, and the last agent stiffened slightly at being addressed, “you failed to retrieve the list of potential Chosen Ones from the Adventurer’s Guild and its representative. Oh, and you also lost us a pawn. The pirate’s name was Bolos, correct?” 
 
    The man with the sword design on his mask nodded weakly. “Yes, my master.” 
 
    “Because you lost the list, Spiral had to enact his ridiculous plan. So please, try not to mess up your next assignment.” 
 
    Sword bowed deeply in response, though there was an air of fear and nervousness that hung over him at the thought of being punished like Spiral had been. 
 
    “Now, get back to work. Let the world rebel!” 
 
    “Let the world rebel,” the black robed men intoned automatically. 
 
    The Hierophant nodded before slipping through his portal. Left behind, the trio looked at each other before wordlessly turning into puddle of darkness and vanishing. 
 
    . 
 
    “Hey there, Starspot! Have you been a good girl?”  
 
    A happy neigh was Dora’s answer as she entered the stables behind Reed’s manor. Starspot pranced happily in place as she saw her rider approaching with a carrot as an offering. 
 
    “I’m sorry you have to be cooped up in here,” Dora said apologetically. “I wish I could take you out more often, but there’s so much I have to do!” 
 
    She slumped down next to Starspot’s stall. The mare whinnied and a wet nose nuzzled her hair. Dora laughed and patted the concerned horse. 
 
    “It’s alright. I’m just tired, is all.” The half-orc looked up at the stable’s ceiling. “I knew there would be a lot of people who needed a Healer in Creidor. I expected a heavy workload. But I clearly underestimated the sheer amount of work Reed would make me do!” 
 
    Dora shook her head in disbelief. “I feel like I’ve healed everyone in town at least twice with magic. I mean, it’s not all bad. I’m helping people, and I can feel my mana has grown because I’ve been casting spells constantly. But by the gods am I tired!” 
 
    She looked up at Starspot with a wide grin on her face.  
 
    “But! Today’s the day! Hopefully now Reed will have the information I need to track down Scarrot and the others. Doesn’t that sound nice?” 
 
    Starspot snorted and stamped her hooves.  
 
    “Just because you don’t like the boss and his whips doesn’t mean I’ll leave him behind. I know he’s a smelly old man, but he’s my smelly old man,” Dora said with a weak chuckle. Her expression morphed into a pained one. 
 
    “Who knows? He might even be my…” she cut herself off before she could finish that thought.  
 
    Scarrot, her father? Preposterous! 
 
    And yet a traitorous part of Dora’s mind, kept locked up in the back of brain, whispered to her that the evidence was all there. She just refused to acknowledge it. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Dora shouted, jumping to her feet. She shook her head and slapped her cheeks. Starspot whinnied in worry at the half-orc’s antics. 
 
    “I am not thinking about that right now!” she told herself. “Not today, not ever!” 
 
    After calming down, the Healer gave her horse an apologetic look. “Sorry for venting all my frustrations with you. Still, thanks for being a good listener. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Starspot huffed but fondly nuzzled the green-skinned woman all the same. Dora giggled and pet her fondly. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted a woman in a maid’s uniform standing near the entrance to the stables, watching and waiting. 
 
    The blonde Healer bit back a sigh at that. For the past three days she’d been shadowed by one of Reed’s servants wherever she went. Ostensibly, it was to remind the townsfolk whose guest she was while also reminding Dora whose roof she was sheltering under. 
 
    It got tedious quickly. Not that the maid was anything but helpful, but it felt weird to be waited on like she was a noble. 
 
    “Hello,” Dora said politely as she walked over. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Master Reed wishes to see you in his office,” the maid informed her.  
 
    Dora blinked. “He has one of those?” 
 
    The maid shot Dora a withering look that seemed to ask, ‘are you stupid?’ and a sheepish look fell over the half-orc’s face. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that he’s never received me in there. We always meet in the greenhouse, or the dining room.” 
 
    A hum was the maid’s response, and she escorted Dora into the mansion and up to the third floor. 
 
    Dora steadily grew more and more nervous as she was led through the halls. She’d only been up as far as the second floor, and that was because the room Reed had given her was there. The landing to the third floor itself was stylish and showed off wealth and sophistication. Statues of heroic figures were next to stunning landscape portraits, and everything leading to his office was wood paneled. That alone made Dora stop and stare.  
 
    Not since she’d visited the West Tower in Annod Bol had she seen lumber so freely used. Trees were rare in the Cracked Land, and this display alone showed off Reed’s power more than mere gold and jewels and assorted finery could demonstrate. 
 
    “We are here,” the maid announced loudly. A muffled “Enter!” came from the other side of the door in front of them. The servant opened it for the Healer, and Dora hesitantly stepped inside the room. 
 
    Blackjack Reed’s office could be best described as ‘subdued, yet tasteful.’ Wooden shelves filled with books on all manner of subjects lay against the walls, while a wooden desk and a wicker chair sat opposite the doorway. 
 
    There was a clerestory window on the far wall, and the light fell upon the desk and chair in such a way that it draped whoever sat there in partial shadows, lending an air of mystique to the situation.  
 
    Lastly was a fancy Saludan rug on the floor, its bright colors adding a touch of vibrancy to the otherwise drab room. 
 
    Three additional chairs had been drawn up in front of the desk, and were already occupied by Ain and Enrai. Interestingly, the only seat left was the one in the middle.  
 
    After only a brief pause to think it over, Dora quickly made her way over and sat between the elf and martial artist. She fidgeted slightly, uncomfortable with being sandwiched next to two male strangers.  
 
    “Hey, don’t be nervous, flower! There’s no reason to be worried!” Enrai said kindly. Dora nodded softly in thanks for the assurance.  
 
    “Thank you for joining me.” 
 
    Dora jumped a bit in her seat when Reed’s voice came out from the shadows.  
 
    “You’re very good at sneaking,” Dora praised with a bashful chuckle as the lord of Creidor raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “I was here the whole time.” 
 
    Another awkward laugh escaped the Healer before she cleared her throat and focused on the aged gentlemen at the desk. He looked tired, and there was a grimace on his lips as he regarded the trio in front of him. It was not directed at any of them, but at the news he had to regale them with. 
 
    “I have some good news, and some bad news for all three of you,” Reed began. “Firstly, in regard to the matter you two have brought me.” 
 
    Ain and Enrai sat up straighter and an eager look crossed their faces. 
 
    “The shamed and exiled former General Chai Shay fled from Distant Qwan all the way to Saluda,” Reed began, and a vicious, hungry light filled the elf and Qwanese’s eyes. “He was accompanied by two hired swords, as well as an eleven-year-old boy. I assume the latter is the kidnapped heir?” 
 
    “Did he have a braided ponytail?” Enrai asked cautiously. Reed nodded, and the martial artist sighed in relief. 
 
    “Ah, thank the Lunar Mother! It’s Tyro Bo!”  
 
    “Was one of the people in Shay’s employ a half-elf with a battle axe and torn ears?” Ain inquired. 
 
    “Yes. Bane the Butcher was accompanying the group.” 
 
    A growl escaped the Grand Elf’s lips. Dora shot him a concerned look. There was bloodlust in his stance, worse than when he’d confronted Reed in the dining hall. 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” Enrai asked, pushing aside his companion’s anger in favor of finding out more information. 
 
    “The last place they were seen was in the city of Rahmal’Alram in central Saluda,” Reed said wearily.  
 
    When the group just looked at him in confusion he elaborated.  
 
    “A week ago, the gates to the city were sealed shut, and the region quarantined by order of the sultan. A nasty strain of Creeping Rot has entered the walls, and zombies are starting to manifest. The dead walk, and none may enter or leave. If nothing is done to counter the spread, Rahmal’Alram will be a necropolis within four months at current rate of infection.” 
 
    Dora gasped while Ain and Enrai looked sick. 
 
    “Creeping Rot? Are you sure?” she hissed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The Healer sat back with a distant, horrified look in her eyes. One of the most insidious diseases known to Erafore, Creeping Rot was a plague that caused those infected by it to undergo premature necrosis, literally rotting to death as the illness spread through their body. Worse yet, once death occurred the body would become a magnet for Dark Element mana, eventually reanimating as a zombie. 
 
    If nothing was done, then the city would die beneath a tide of rotting, ravenous flesh. 
 
    “What about information on Scarrot and the rest of the Yellowmoon Menagerie?” Dora inquired.  
 
    Reed’s grimace twisted and his expression grew worse. Dora felt her heart sinking towards her toes. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I have only one lead on their location,” the mayor claimed. “But my contact who has this information won’t release it unless you do him a favor.” 
 
    “What sort of favor are we talking about?” Dora demanded. 
 
    “He wants you to go to Rahmal’Alram and help cure the Creeping Rot outbreak, as well as kill the Necromancer who introduced it to the city.” 
 
    She stared at him. He stared back with a sorrowful gaze. 
 
    “He wants me to break through quarantine around a city, cure one of the most virulent diseases known to Healers, and hunt down a Necromancer on the side,” Dora said incredulously.  
 
    “Well, to be accurate, my contact’s words were for you to ‘put down that wretched backstabbing apprentice of mine,’” Reed said, repeating the original request. 
 
    “Oh, great! So, the only way I can find my family is if I kill a Necromancer for the benefit of another Necromancer!” the half-orc said, her voice dripping with feigned excitement. Reed coughed, and shot her an apologetic look. 
 
    “At least you have two strapping young lads to accompany you,” Reed said with a gesture towards Ain and Enrai. They nodded resolutely. 
 
    “We need to retrieve the heir, and damn the consequences,” Enrai declared. “If he is trapped in Rahmal’Alram, then our course is clear.” 
 
    “I will prepare some supplies so you may leave tomorrow morning,” Blackjack Reed promised. 
 
    “Um, I need some fresh air,” Dora begged, and she rose from her chair unsteadily. She left, looking uneasy on her feet. Once she was gone Reed shot the two men a glare. 
 
    “Look after her. She’s as close to a granddaughter as I’m ever going to get, so I expect her to return to me in one piece,” he commanded, unsaid threats left hanging in the air. 
 
    “Of course. I follow the Scroll of Heaven’s teachings on chivalry and honor! I will not allow harm to come to such a pure maiden! On my word as a member of the Gaosho Clan, and a member of the Gilded Phoenix School of Combat!” Enrai vowed. Ain nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Having her at our side would be a great boon. We shall keep her safe. On my word as a member of the Order of Jeweled Steel and my pride as a Spellsword, I swear this to you.” 
 
    “Then we have an accord,” Reed said simply. He then motioned towards the door. “You have a long journey ahead of you. I shall make arrangements for it. And I’m sure you have your own.” 
 
    The duo bowed their heads and stood, exiting the room and leaving the mayor of Creidor alone.  
 
    Left to his own devices, Reed could only sigh. He turned his eyes to the ceiling and stared at nothing for a while. 
 
    “Cynthia, Nia, and whoever else is listen, watch over Dora for all our sakes. I have not prayed to any of you in years, but if you ever answer any of them, please let it be this one.” 
 
    His short beseechment complete, he grabbed some paperwork from his desk and filled out requisition forms for all the gear and supplies the trio would need for their trip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Parting is a bitter-sweet sorrow 
 
      
 
    “Blackjack Reed really went all out with providing for us!” Enrai exclaimed. He smiled at the bulging knapsacks and carrying packs the elderly lord of Creidor had given to the trio. Their supplies were in a pile in a clean portion of the stables, and the bald Qwanese man was having fun sorting through the contents. 
 
    Salted and smoked meats galore, hard brown bread that was infinitely more palatable than the black bread normally eaten while on the move, an assortment of nuts and dried berries, a few pieces of hard candy that Dora loved, plus a decent set of tin pots and pans and cooking utensils.  
 
    And of course, potable water, the most precious resource when traveling through the Cracked Land and Saluda. Gallons of the stuff had been sealed inside a trio of enchanted thermoses. Known as Cups of Holding, despite not being cups of any sort, they were simply the equivalent of Bags of Holding for use with liquids. In the dry, waterless realms the trio would travel through, these items were worth their weight in gold and jewels. More so, even. 
 
    That Reed had willingly spent a king’s ransom on their supplies brought a tear to Dora’s eye. 
 
    And speaking of Bags of Holding, there was even one for storing some of the perishables! It contained the oats, hay, and other dietary needs for the three horses on the journey. Of course, the one they were given was only of middling quality, which meant that while it could hold an astonishing amount, the weight was not reduced at all.  
 
    Enrai did not mind, though, and he hefted the tiny pouch that was at least two hundred pounds with one hand. The Healer boggled at the casual display of strength.  
 
    “Impressed?” Enrai asked with a wink in her direction. Despite herself, Dora nodded. 
 
    “My strength comes from a combination of muscle training and Qwanese mana techniques,” the martial artist explained as he tossed the enchanted food bag from hand to hand. “The ability is called Qi Flow, and is similar to the Reinforcement spell your knights use, but is designed more for extended use, rather than short bursts. By circulating my mana through my body in a constant stream, I can do far more than ordinary folks can. It does not grant a massive boost, but has greater lasting power, and, if a person keeps training while using it, their own physical capabilities will gradually, and drastically, improve.” 
 
    “Would it be possible to teach me that?” Dora inquired, gleam in her eyes. Enrai shook his head to her great disappointment. 
 
    “Sorry. I can talk about it, but actually showing how it works is not possible. At least, not the one I know. It’s an exclusively designed Qi Flow for use in the Gilded Phoenix School of Combat. It would be treason to teach an outsider my order’s tricks.” 
 
    “Plus, the knuckle head is the worst teacher you will ever find,” Ain claimed from where he was loading his share of the supplies onto his horse. 
 
    “Is he really that bad?” Dora asked, while the martial artist let out an annoyed ‘Oi!’ at his companion’s words. 
 
    “Enrai is an excellent student. In fact, he’s the youngest person of his School to master one of their Master-class techniques in generations. However, his capabilities to impart knowledge are severely lacking. He tried to teach me how to speak Qwanese once. When I tried to use what he’d taught me, I ended up calling someone a cross-dressing prostitute. Needless to say, I was heartily slapped for that,” Ain said with a grimace on his face as he recalled that moment. 
 
    The bald Qwanese martial artist just laughed as he remembered it from his perspective. “Oh yeah, that was hilarious! The best part was they really were a cross-dresser. We didn’t know that at the time, but still.” 
 
    “So, as you can see, having him as a teacher would be detrimental at best. Lethal at worst,” Ain cautioned Dora. The half-orc nodded seriously.  
 
    “Understood. I will only ask you for help from now on.” 
 
    The Grand Elf nodded back, just as straight faced as the Healer. “Good, I’m glad you have common sense.” 
 
    Enrai pouted for a bit before getting distracted by another item in the pile he was sorting. 
 
    “Check this out! A Potion Belt!” 
 
    Dora whistled appreciatively. It was a leather band designed to hold up potions, rather than pants. It had pouch-like slots all along its surface capable of storing a single vial each. The inside of every pouch was protected with charms of cushioning and durability, so even fragile glass bottles wouldn’t break after an impact. A good, durable Potion Belt was indispensable to an adventurer, and was well worth the thirty or so gold it cost. 
 
    “That would be for Dora,” Reed stated as he walked into the stables, a pair of servants and Rindel following him. 
 
    “For me?” the Healer gasped. 
 
    “Indeed. To be honest, it was supposed to be your birthday present from the caravan’s crew to you. I decided that now was as good a time as any for an early gift,” Rindel said. The gnome was wearing custom boots which acted like feet for the blue-haired quartermaster. He was a bit wobbly and still getting used to the new sense of balance he had, but regaining mobility had revived a light in his eyes he had been missing since the attack. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Dora cried, sweeping up the tiny figure in a crushing hug. 
 
    “Agh! My ribs!” Rindel hissed. The blonde half-orc giggled apologetically and set him down. 
 
    “Sorry, forgot my own strength,” she claimed. “Still, I can’t express my thanks enough for this gift, Rindel!” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, Dora. You’re family to all of us. This is the least we could do for you,” Rindel said kindly. 
 
    “Speaking of gifts, I have some of my own for you,” Reed said, stepping forward and clapping his hands. One of the servants at his side presented a wooden box to Dora, and she took it eagerly. 
 
    Opening it revealed a set of glass vials filled with a rainbow of colored liquids. 
 
    “A Potion Belt is useless without potions,” Reed said with a laugh as he pointed out the contents. “Five Minor grade Healing Potions, five Minor grade Mana Replenishment Potions, and five Minor grade Antidotes. These should serve you well.” 
 
    “They will!” Dora agreed. She swiftly put on her new belt and slotted the red, blue, and green bottles respectively into the pouches. 
 
    “As for the second gift, this one will be beneficial to you as a Healer,” Reed promised. A second, smaller wooden box was offered to her, and Dora opened it. 
 
    She tilted her head in confusion, appraising the item within. Inside was a folded piece of parchment, yellowed with age. She delicately unfolded the note, and gasped. She looked up from the note to Reed in disbelief, and he nodded. 
 
    “That is indeed what you think it is. Consider it a token of goodwill from my contact. If you manage to kill the Necromancer, the person who hired you will award you with the other half of the chant.” 
 
    “What? What’s so shocking?” Enrai asked, wandering over. Dora hastily folded the note back up and stuffed it into the box before slamming the lid shut and shoved it under her arm. 
 
    “She was given a spell, Enrai,” Ain said. “Despite being a Healer, she’s still a mage, we like to hide our secrets and keep our tricks close to our chest. I assume whatever spell it was, it was a powerful healing or Light Element spell?” 
 
    Dora nodded mutely, still trying to process the enormity of the gift from the mysterious man who wanted his apprentice dead. 
 
    “H-how did he get that? I didn’t think Necromancers meddled with Light magic,” Dora inquired nervously.  
 
    Reed’s expression mirrored her own nervousness and he shook his head.  
 
    “I cannot say who my contact is. But rest assured: he’s a man of his word.” 
 
    Her expression hardened. “Then I suppose I’ll have to do what he wants, then.” 
 
    “I thought Healer’s had an oath that said they couldn’t kill?” Enrai pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not an ordained Healer,” Dora said with a sharp smile. “I learned their spells, but never took their vows.” 
 
    The Qwanese man backed off when he saw her wild, eager grin. Ain only frowned. The spell must be one of immense worth for an otherwise kind girl to resort to murder. 
 
    Then again, the person being hunted was a Necromancer. And not a sanctioned one affiliated with the Grey Shroud. Not to mention he’d infected a city with Creeping Rot. He had it coming one way or another. 
 
    Still, the ruthless look on the young woman’s face really brought out her orcish heritage for everyone to see. 
 
    Dora herself realized how she looked after a moment and glanced down, ashamed at having so many people see that side of her.  
 
    Wisely, no one made mention of it for the sake of her dignity. Not even Enrai tried to make a quip or a pass at her for the event. 
 
    “So!” Dora said, a tad louder than perhaps necessary, “Is this everything? Are we ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes. Supplies are in your packs. You’ve checked them, I assume?”  
 
    The trio nodded at Reed’s question and the elderly man smiled in approval. “Then I won’t keep you any longer.” 
 
    He stepped aside. As Ain and Enrai mounted their steeds, Dora hesitated for a moment, biting her lower lip anxiously. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Reed inquired of her. She stared at him for a moment before rushing over and giving him a hug. 
 
    The aged mayor stiffened at first, but when he realized she wasn’t attacking him he relaxed and returned the gesture. 
 
    His servants and Rindel on the other hand were staring at Dora like she was the craziest and most daring person they’d ever seen.  
 
    “Only someone with balls of steel would pull off a hug on the infamous Blackjack of Creidor,” Rindel said with a chuckle after calming down. “Or, in Dora’s case, boobs of steel.” 
 
    The blue-haired gnome frowned. “Hmm. That’s doesn’t really roll off the tongue well… I’ll work on it.” 
 
    “Come here, you!” Dora said, laughing, and she swept up Rindel into one last parting hug after pulling away from Reed. 
 
    “I’m going to find them all. I swear it,” Dora whispered into his ear. 
 
    “I know you will,” Rindel replied just as softly.  
 
    She put him down and moved over to Starspot, swinging up into the saddle and looking over at Ain and Enrai. 
 
    “Alright, then. Onwards to Rahmal’Alram!”  
 
    Her two new traveling companions nodded resolutely and they left the stable at a quick canter towards Creidor’s exit. 
 
    People waved to Dora as she left, well wishes and heartfelt thanks following her as she rode out. 
 
    At the gate, the guards on duty snapped out salutes as she rode through. She returned them with a smile, and she stared out towards the distance.  
 
    “We have a long day ahead of us,” Dora warned the elf and human. “Are you ready to brave what the Cracked Land has to offer?” 
 
    “Certainly. We can handle whatever this place throws at us!” Enrai boasted. Ain simply gave a firm nod. 
 
    A smirk slipped its way onto the half-orc’s face. “Is that so? Well then, let’s get started!” 
 
    . 
 
    They hadn’t been gone long. Their dust trail was only just starting to settle down. Back at the stables, Reed sighed and let his smile slip from his face, and a worried look replaced. 
 
    “I am not sure about this. Are her skills and spells up to the task?” 
 
    Rindel hummed in thought, a concerned look of his own scrunching up his face.  
 
    “I will be honest, she is definitely a talented Healer. Easily the equal of her mother.” 
 
    “Is that so? I never got to meet the woman, but from all accounts she was a gifted woman, sidelined due to her daughter and personal views,” Reed commented, scratching his chin. He headed back inside his mansion where there was less dust and fewer smells. 
 
    His newest accountant nodded. “Indeed. Irene could cast a Level Six spell with only a moderate amount of difficulty, and she was a few years out of training at that point.” 
 
    “Most impressive! And what’s the most powerful spell Dora can cast?” 
 
    “The Level Five spell Healing Wave of Light,” Rindel confirmed.  
 
    “She’s not even twenty years old! Most Healers would have to be in the thirties before they could even start to try to cast a spell that can affect so many targets at once!” Reed exclaimed.  
 
    “Dora has more mana in her than many seasoned mages. If she had more confidence in herself she would be a formidable force to be reckoned with,” the gnome claimed. 
 
    “But does she have what it takes to help cure a city of something as insidious as Creeping Rot?” Reed demanded, returning to the crux of the issue. 
 
    “Like I said, if she believes in herself, she’ll be fine,” Rindel asserted. The ruler of Creidor did not look convinced, and the gnome ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Dora’s main problem is that she believes she is weak and worthless. She is terrified of praying to Cynthia and the rest of the Divine Family for a variety of reasons, but the main one is that she feels she is tainted because of her work in the Menagerie tending to the slaves and perpetuating a system the rest of the world disdains. And that lack of self-worth has carried over to her ability to heal. Oh, sure, she can do impressive stuff, but there’s a noticeable, um, lack of edge to her spells.” Rindel held up a finger. “But, if she can get over this mental hurdle, I have no doubts Dora will become famous for her healing.” 
 
    “That’s what my client said about her as well,” Reed said, a thoughtful look on his face. “I now understand why he gave her that particular spell as incentive.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that, since when have you had contact with a Necromancer?” the gnome inquired pointedly. “Also, how does a practitioner of semi-forbidden magic know an innocent flower like Dora?” 
 
    Reed snorted at Rindel’s choice of words. “Imitating that Qwanese boy’s style of speech, are you?” 
 
    When the gnome blushed, his red face clashing painfully with his hair, the mayor laughed loudly. 
 
    “Ah, just messing with you!” He sobered up quickly and gave Rindel an appraising look.  
 
    “As for how my contact knows her, well, he considers it in his best interests to keep an eye on powerful users of Light magic, or those who could become powerful in its use.” 
 
    “Rest assured he will not come after her, though. So long as she does what he wants, he will tell Dora how to find Scarrot and the rest. And if she doesn’t bother him, he won’t have a reason to retaliate and try to remove her as a threat.” 
 
    Rindel groaned but saw that he’d make no further headway on the matter. Instead he shook his head and mumbled a handful of prayers to ease the beloved half-orc’s travels. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Through dust and sand 
 
      
 
    “Huh. I guess you could handle whatever the Dreadlands throw at you,” Dora said, impressed. 
 
    Ain and Enrai stood atop lumpy bodies, triumphant. The elf was busy cleaning off his saber while Enrai was examining the corpses to see if there was anything worth taking as a trophy.  
 
    A pair of Rock Trolls with more muscles than brains had assaulted the trio an hour into their ride towards Saluda. Ain and Enrai had immediately leapt into action. Literally.  
 
    They had jumped from the backs of their horses and counter-attacked the trolls, slaying them in mere seconds. Ain had coated his blade in a corona of yellowish mana that sheared through the stony hide of the left Rock Troll, while Enrai had kicked it in the chest before delivering a brutal roundhouse kick into its neck, snapping the bones with ease. 
 
    “Trolls are a C-rank threat. For us, who would be considered to be part of the upper tier of B-rank, they were merely distractions,” Ain said matter-of-factly. He sheathed his blade and returned to his horse. 
 
    “You won’t find anything of value on them,” Dora said when Enrai continued to examine the remains. “Their flesh is more gristle than edible meat, their skin cannot be rendered down into leather or parchment, and they stink. The only reason the Menagerie bothered with capturing them at all is because they can be trained to be relatively decent watchdogs and heavy laborers.” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re right about the smell,” the Monk said, retreating to his steed.  
 
    “Come on, if we want to reach Outpost Orab by nightfall we have to keep going,” Dora said once the two were back in their saddles. “From there, it will be a week and a half to reach the border of the Golden Desert and we can cross over into Saluda.” 
 
    The two warriors saddled up effortlessly, and they were on the road in no time. Seeing as they were making good time, she had a few questions she wanted answers to. 
 
    “What exactly are you two?” Dora inquired, looking from one to the other. “Reed referred to you as a Spellsword and a Monk, but what does that mean?” 
 
    “Spellswords are the elfish equivalent of Magic Knights,” Ain stated, explaining his title to the Healer. “We both use magic to fight. However, a Spellsword uses bladed weapons as a casting tool, rather than a wand or staff. I’m proficient in sword fighting, but my training focused on using my weapon in conjunction with spells.” 
 
    “As for me, a Monk is the Qwanese term for a fist fighter who has trained under one of the four Combat Schools. As perhaps mentioned, I am of the Gilded Phoenix School,” Enrai revealed as a follow-up to Ain. “That means I use Fire and Wind Elements to fight, while also using my fists, feet, and the occasional headbutt.” 
 
    “Sounds taxing,” Dora guessed, and the two nodded. 
 
    “They’re not easy jobs, but the payoff is worth the hard work,” Enrai said sagely. “I mean, look at us! We’re both young adults, yet we’re already stronger than many people our age because of the hellish training we went through to obtain this power!” 
 
     A moment of silence descended, and they rode on, plunging through the grey wastes.  
 
    “You seem to know a lot about this land. Tell us about this ‘Orab’ we are heading to. I wasn’t aware there were many settlements in the Cracked Land,” Ain inquired as they neared the location of their first stopping point for their journey. 
 
    “There aren’t. The only real places to live are Creidor, a handful of forts on the borders, and a collection of fishing villages around the Lake of Tears. Oh, and Annod Bol. Every other settlement elsewhere is what we in the Cracked Land call ‘Outposts.’ They’re like oases that act as stopping points along the unofficial trading routes. Some Outposts are just a stone pit for a fire and a few stone benches. Others are trading posts where supplies can be bought or sold. Orab is like that. A place to unload excess goods while obtaining new things.” 
 
    “And they’re safe? From monsters and bandits and the like?” Enrai questioned.  
 
    “Not really, but that’s why most caravans are large, armed, and ready for trouble all the time. There’s an unspoken rule among the slavers, traders, and even bandits; do not attack an Outpost,” Dora said in a stern tone. “They’re too important to be fought over or wrecked. Anyone foolish enough to do so tends to end up dead sooner or later.” 
 
    “Of course, monsters and beasts are still a major problem,” the Healer admitted. “But most won’t attack a caravan unless desperate. Or they hunt in a large enough pack. Really, besides the environment, the main threats come from prides of Manticores and Sphinxes, Yedos Claws, and Yellow Sting Scorpions.” 
 
    “And are we likely to encounter any of those around here?” the Grand Elf wondered. 
 
    “Yup,” Dora said with a grimace. “Manticores and Sphinxes dwell around Creidor and the Aldani Gorge. For the next two days we’ll be in their main hunting ground. And after that, Yedos Claws scuttle about everywhere.” 
 
    “And the scorpions?” Enrai asked nervously. 
 
    “Make sure to check your boots every morning before putting them on,” she advised. 
 
    He blanched while Ain nodded in understanding.  
 
    After assuring Enrai that scorpions were more afraid of people than he was of them, their horses kicked up a trail of dust as they continued on into the Cracked Lands. 
 
    The ride through the Cracked Land was at a faster pace than Dora was used to. Traveling with the caravan was slow. The group could only be as fast as the slowest member. And heavy wagons carrying monsters and slaves were not the quickest.  
 
    Dora mentally adjusted the time it would take to reach Orab, and the border with Saluda. Her previous calculations had been based on the slower speed of the Yellowmoon Menagerie’s pace. If all went well, they might even be able to skip the outpost all together and go onto the next stopping point before nightfall. 
 
    She quickly dismissed that idea. As much as she wanted to move fast and never stop until they reached Rahmal’Alram, pushing too hard would be dangerous.  
 
    Dora was proven right on both accounts.  
 
    It was late afternoon when the five story tall stone tower that was Outpost Orab came into view. It looked lonely, being a solitary structure surrounded by mostly flat terrain. They could have reached the next checkpoint, but that would have exhausted everyone to a dangerous degree. They all agreed to rest.  
 
    And the foreigners were already tired. The heat of the Dreadlands was awful and pervasive, and they had clearly had their strength sapped by it. 
 
    “Not used to the heat?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “How do you stand it? Is it thanks to your orc heritage?” Enrai gasped, wiping a river off sweat off his brow. 
 
    “I’ve lived here for almost three years, now. And even before that the plains around Far Reach were hotter than anywhere else in Partaevia because of the proximity to the Dreadlands,” Dora said with shrug. Yes, the heat bothered her, but she had long ago learned to ignore it. 
 
    “Is Saluda going to be even worse?” Ain asked fearfully, showing emotion for the first time that day. 
 
    “Probably,” the Healer said with a shrug. She paid no attention to his pained whimper and glanced over Orab. Next to the tower was collection of old wooden posts that were used for hitching horses for the evening.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get ourselves situated.” 
 
    As the trio got closer, an elderly man emerged from the building, crossbow at his side. When he spotted Dora a wide grin appeared on his face and he hurried forward to meet them. 
 
    “Ah, Dora! It has been too long!” 
 
    “Agreed. Almost six months since I was last here. How’s the arm?” 
 
    The man patted his left shoulder with a confident expression. “Good as new, thanks to you!” 
 
    He sobered up and shook his head. “I heard what happened. Hope you find Scarrot and the others soon. It just doesn’t feel right to have the Yellowmoon Menagerie out of the picture.” 
 
    “Indeed. Well, let me introduce my companions who’re helping me. Ain and Enrai, meet Old Man. Old Man, meet Ain and Enrai.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” Ain said politely.  
 
    The man snorted. “A polite elf! What’ll the world think of next?” Ain frowned but turned his ire on Enrai when the Monk burst out laughing.  
 
    “Is your name really ‘Old Man?’” he asked. 
 
    “No, but it’s what everyone calls me,” the aged shopkeeper said. He beckoned them over to the posts and helped tie up their horses. 
 
    “Do you need anything? Food or water or medicine?” 
 
    “Not today, Old Man. How about yourself? Anything you want me to take a look at?” 
 
    “My knees have been getting pretty stiff. Harder to walk with ‘em acting up.” 
 
    Dora nodded and the two of them entered the tower, the elf and human trailing behind. 
 
    The interior was drab and not much of a store at all. A few shelves with items lined the walls, and a countertop had been shoved up next to a staircase leading up, but for the most part it was rather bare. 
 
    “Business doing well?” Dora inquired as Old Man sat down on a stool he’d fetched from behind the counter. 
 
    “As well as can be done out here. The Sunbinders came through a while back and bought most of my lamp oil and kindling. And Pelt stopped off a bit ago and sold a bunch of quality hides,” the elderly caretaker of the outpost said.  
 
    “Hmm. Good to hear,” the half-orc said softly, focusing on the knobby knees of the old man. Her palms glowed green as she ran them over his legs. 
 
    After a minute she released the magic and smiled kindly. 
 
    “All done! Your legs are working again. Be sure to stretch more often so they don’t cramp up, and try to avoid putting too much weight on it. Where’s Donny? He should be helping you move the heavy stuff so you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Ah, my grandson is off getting supplies in Creidor. Should be back eventually,” Old Man said with a grunt as he stood back up. He hopped up and down on one foot, smiling. 
 
    “As always, you do an excellent job! Magic really is the best thing for these tired bones!” 
 
    He glanced at the group and smiled. “To show my appreciation, why not spend the night inside? You can throw your sleeping bags down in one of the empty store rooms.” 
 
    “We’ll take you up on that offer,” Dora said with a grin, and she beckoned over Ain and Enrai who’d stood by watching. 
 
    “Come on, we get to sleep under a roof tonight. We won’t be so lucky tomorrow, so let’s make the most of it!” 
 
    They nodded, and eagerly brought in their supplies. As they did Enrai also helped move some containers and boxes around for the aged store owner. When the two of them were alone, Enrai breached a question he’d been holding in previously. 
 
    “So, does everyone in the Cracked Land know about what happened to the Menagerie?” Enrai asked. Old Man nodded. 
 
    “You know what they say; ‘Gossip travels as fast as blue blood flows.’ By now, I’ve no doubt that some people in Saluda and the southern jungles know. Of course, Scarrot’s a staple of the Cracked Land, so it’s only natural to be surprised when he goes missing like that.” 
 
    “Really? I’d heard some rumors about him when Ain and I were entering the area from Par-Orria, but he didn’t seem that impressive,” Enrai mentioned. 
 
    “Maybe not to you, but for us folk who live in this place, he’s a living legend. ‘The Paladin of Naliot!’ That’s what they call him!” Old Man said, wildly gesticulating as he spoke.  
 
    “He might be a slaver, but he never touches innocent lives. Only people sold as crime and debt slaves. And even then, he tries to treat them decently. No excessive whippings and abuses. Always makes sure they have some water and food. Most slavers don’t go to the lengths he does. Plus, the monsters. Not many slavers bother catching creatures to sell. He’s damn good at it, too. Once captured a Yedos Claw!” 
 
    “But he’s also a vicious, ruthless orc! A bitter fighter!” Old Man claimed. “He can strip the skin off your back with his whip in seconds, and if he uses his bladed Scorpion Whip, he can carve up and kill monsters all on his own! And despite missing a leg, he’s almost impossible to topple! Many a bandit and rival have tried to take him down. Their blood painted the rocks red.” 
 
    “Certainly sounds like a tough guy. Harsh but fair, too. But how does someone like him get a beauty like Dora to work for him?” 
 
    “He saved her from some nobles who wanted to have their way with her, or so I hear,” the storekeeper said. “Good thing he did, too. Ever since she came here the girl’s helped everyone she comes across. Whenever someone gets hurt, she tries to help ‘em. Scarrot makes her charge money for the service, but we all know she’d do it for free.” Old Man shook his head with a fond smile on his face. “She’s the Angel of the Wastes. Tries to pretend the lifestyle doesn’t bother her, but we know the pain she hides. Too damn pure for this place by far.” 
 
    Enrai grunted in agreement. He placed a crate next to the counter and leaned on it. 
 
    “Hey, do you think Dora is Scarrot’s…” 
 
    “Don’t go thinking about that, you hear?” Old Man warned the Monk. “What’s between Dora and Scarrot Yellowmoon is between them, and them alone. And even if it is true, so what? It’s their business.” 
 
    He looked around the store before leaning in close to Enrai. “But between you and me? And pretty much everyone else in the Cracked Land? Yeah, we’re fairly sure.” 
 
    The Qwanese traveler nodded in understanding and made a locking motion in front of his lips. They were sealed. 
 
    Old Man nodded back and returned to the task of restocking the store’s shelves.  
 
    On the staircase, just out of sight, Ain listened in, his longer, more sensitive ears twitching slightly.  
 
    “Interesting,” he muttered. 
 
    “What’s interesting?” 
 
    He looked over to see Dora walking down the steps. 
 
    “Enrai hasn’t made a mess yet. I could have sworn letting him move boxes around would have resulted in at least one of them being dropped.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at the comment but giggled softly in agreement. 
 
    “He does seem the sort. Now let’s make some dinner. I’m getting hungry!” 
 
    The Grand Elf followed after her as she entered the storefront, musing over what he’d learned. 
 
    . 
 
    Two days had passed after having left Orab, and twice now the trio had slept on the ground under the stars. The monsters hadn’t bothered them, and Ain and Enrai had come to understand that following Dora’s instructions would assist them in staying alive while moving through the grey, dust stained wastes. 
 
    Dora’s face had grown complicated as they traveled to the next outpost. Curious, Enrai leaned over as they rode on.  
 
    “You look worried. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Not really, just… not looking forward to getting to the next outpost,” the half-orc admitted. 
 
    “Why? It can’t be any worse than the last two. We had to sleep outside, after all.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not that it’s bad, but, well, Mushroom Outpost is not a place a woman should go to when surrounded by rough and tumble men.” 
 
    “Pardon?”  
 
    “It was one of the first places I visited when I came to the Cracked Land, and the caravan’s crew was still getting used to having a ‘lady’ around.” 
 
    “Speak Common, please,” Ain requested. “Or Alm Tala, if you can speak my people’s words.” 
 
    “Look, all I’ll say is that the outpost’s other name, ‘Knob Hill,’ is perhaps just as informative as it’s official name,” Dora stated, red rusting her mint green cheeks.  
 
    The two men looked at each other, confused, until they blinked. And blushed as well. 
 
    “Ah. Well, I won’t push for more details, then,” Ain said with a cough. 
 
    After a few hours, as the sky darkened to a deep carnelian as the sun set, a large, unfortunately shaped protrusion jutted up from the landscape. It towered over a dozen other smaller rocky outcroppings, but where the others were sharp and jagged, the tip of the tall stony pillar was smooth, sanded down by wind and sand. 
 
    It resembled a dark grey mushroom made of granite. 
 
    “Wow. It really does look like… a mushroom,” Enrai said, staring in awe. 
 
    “After so long surrounded by no women, I also understand where the more vulgar nickname came from,” Ain commented, carefully not looking straight ahead at the landmark. 
 
    “Here we go. Mushroom Outpost,” Dora said cheerfully, also taking care not to look at the unfortunately phallic chunk of earth.  
 
    She pointed at the base of the pillar where benches made of roughhewn stone had been placed in a circle around it, and four pits for starting a campfire had been dug into the ground in each of the four cardinal directions around Mushroom Outpost. 
 
    “So, this is where we’ll be spending the night?” Enrai inquired. 
 
    “Yes. It’s a focal point for this region of the Cracked Land. From this point, you can go north to Partaevia, south to Annod Bol, east to Creidor and the Aldani Gorge, and west to the desert of Saluda. Despite the crassness of its looks, Mushroom Outpost is an important spot,” Dora explained. “Not to mention, from here we’re half way to Saluda.” 
 
    As the trio approached they saw someone was already there, striking flint to start a fire in one of the firepits.  
 
    He was clad in furs and hide taken from a variety of beasts that roamed the wilderness. A massive, mangy beard covered his face, and the rest of his head was barely noticeable because of how bushy the facial hair was. At his side was a wicked looking weapon that appeared to be a cross between a hammer and a battleaxe. Getting hit by that would hurt at the very least. 
 
    What was most interesting was his size. He was short, yet even beneath the piles of fur he wore – somehow not dying from heat stroke under the harsh sun – he had muscles galore.  
 
    The dwarf looked up, started to reach for his weapon, but paused when he saw Dora leading the trio. He relaxed and turned his attention back to his fire-starting efforts. 
 
    “Hello, Pelt. Mind if we share your fire?” Dora asked politely. The dwarf nodded, and went back to trying to get the flames going.  
 
    Ain looked on with pity and raised his right hand to cast a spell to simply ignite the tinder the easy way, but Dora’s hand lashed out and grabbed his own by the wrist. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said warningly. “Pelt hates magic. Use it around him, and he’ll attack you, regardless of who you’re with.” 
 
    The elf gave her an incredulous look, but the Healer’s eyes showed she was not lying. Worse, in Ain’s opinion, was that she clearly believed he could not take a single dwarf on in combat. 
 
    “So, is he alone out here?” Enrai asked, trying to break the silence. Dora released the Spellsword and nodded.  
 
    “He is. Pelt is the finest trapper in the Cracked Land. He can also track damn near anything.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was a death sentence to travel alone out here?” Ain demanded.  
 
    Dora scratched the back of her head sheepishly. “That’s true for most people. But Pelt is… different. He’s strong enough to handle anything this place can throw at him.” 
 
    She dismounted Starspot and tied the mare to one of the stone benches. The half-orc then approached the dwarf and smiled kindly at him. 
 
    “Do you need medical attention? Any issues you’d like me to look at?” 
 
    Pelt glanced at her for a while, his gaze unblinking, before he started to strip off his clothes. 
 
    “Whoa, hey, hold on, Dora isn’t that kind of woman!” Enrai protested, but the Healer held out a hand to stop the Monk.  
 
    Upon shrugging off his garments the lone traveler revealed a toned, chiseled body decorated in scars. On a portion of his chest, a bloody cloth had been inexpertly tied around a wound. 
 
    Dora winced when she saw that and bent down to have a look. Pulling aside the red stained cloth revealed a messy hole, pus and other noisome matter glistening in the light of the setting sun. 
 
    “Enrai, can you get the fire going? I need to check this injury carefully,” Dora stated, removing a small Healer’s kit. Using a bottle of antiseptics, needle, and thread she carefully treated the wound. 
 
    The monk obliged and used a Tindertwig, a stick of wood that was treated with alchemical compounds to cause it to burst into flames when struck against a hard surface, to start the fire.  
 
    Pelt clearly didn’t mind using alchemy to start the campfire, and allowed Dora to finish cleaning and tending to the wound. She dribbled a tiny bit of healing potion onto the wound before covering it with a fresh bandage. 
 
    “You really should have had that looked at sooner, Pelt,” Dora scolded. The dwarf looked down, ashamed, and she patted his shoulder fondly. “What on Erafore did you fight to give you such a nasty wound, anyways?” 
 
    He made a few hand gestures at her, and Dora gasped. “A Boulder Spider?! What, did it step on you or something with those weirdly sharp legs it has?” 
 
    When the trapper nodded she frowned and shook her head.  
 
    “Never mind, should have expected something like that. Did you at least kill it?” 
 
    She grinned when Pelt nodded, a wicked smile of his own just barely visible underneath his tangled bird’s nest of a beard. 
 
    “I take it you don’t like spiders?” Ain asked with a laugh. Enrai joined in too. Such a feminine response.  
 
    “Oh, they’re fine when they’re tiny. They eat bugs, rarely poison anyone, and can be ignored easily. But when a spider grows to be nearly fifteen feet tall, has razor sharp sword-like legs, and enjoys drinking the bodily fluids of humanoids? That is when I draw the line,” Dora said curtly. The foreigners’ chuckles died quickly at that. 
 
    Pelt put his clothes back on before tugging on Dora’s sleeve. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    A few more hand gestures and the half-orc grimaced. “Is that so? We owe you, then. Letting it nest here would be bad for everyone. Good thing you found it when you did!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” Enrai demanded. 
 
    Pelt beckoned for the group to follow him. They did, and came to a spot nearby, surrounded by the lumpy, rocky shapes that surrounded Knob Hill itself.  
 
    And the jaws of the elf and Qwanese dropped. 
 
    There, lying in a puddle of brackish green ichor was a massive black and brown spider. Were it not for its own life juices staining it, and the legs that were curled up from its death throes, the massive Boulder Spider would have been indistinguishable from the other rocks around it. 
 
    “These ugly bastards pretend to be a boulder, then leap out at their prey,” Dora said, giving the arachnid a kick. “Fast and deadly. Lacks poison, but has these razor-edged legs for killing. They don’t bother with large groups of ten or more, but small ones like ours would be fair game for it.” 
 
    “They’re classified as B-rank creatures, and have the annoying trait of being resistant to heat and fire. Plus some minor resistance to spells and magic.” 
 
    “And he killed it all by himself?” Enrai asked, pointing at the dwarf who currently was using his hammer-axe to chop open the giant spider’s head.  
 
    “I told you he was strong,” the Healer said. The trapper approached, hands dripping with green goo as he held out a lump towards Dora. 
 
    “Payment for my services?” she wondered, and Pelt nodded. She gingerly took the chunk of spider brain meat with only a tiny grimace before a smile came over her face. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded and returned to the fire, leaving the trio staring at the ‘payment’ in Dora’s hand. 
 
    “Why did he give you its brain?” Ain asked incredulously. And slightly grossed out. 
 
    “Boulder Spider brains are a delicacy for orcs. At least, according to Scarrot they are,” the half-orc claimed with a shiver of revulsion. “And they have useful effects for potions. Dice it finely and add it to any alchemical mixture and the potion will harden, congeal, and be able to be turned into pill form. Much easier to carry around, honestly. But Potion Pills are expensive precisely because the few ingredients that can be used to make them come from some very ornery monsters.” 
 
    She headed back to camp, and smiled back the two young men. “Don’t mind me and go ahead preparing dinner. I’m going to turn some of the potions we have into pills for better portability.” 
 
    She practically skipped off, the thought of indulging in her hobby of alchemy making her steps lighter. 
 
    Her two foreign companions shared a look before returning to camp as well. 
 
     Pelt looked up from a pot of beans he’d began cooking up, and watched as the elf and human started to prepare their own dinner. 
 
    He glanced back at where Dora was happily pulling out her potions and portable alchemy set, then towards her partners. He grabbed their attention by tapping his stirring spoon sharply on the rim of his pot. 
 
    Ain and Enrai looked over, and a feral grin split Pelt’s face. 
 
    He jabbed a finger at Dora, then pointed to each of the two men in turn before smacking a fist into his other palm, and drawing his thumb across his neck. 
 
    Ain and Enrai gulped as a faint wave of the dwarf’s killing intent smacked them across the face. The message was clear; ‘hurt Dora and you die.’ 
 
    The pair nodded hastily in understanding. After scrutinizing them the mute dwarf nodded, pleased, and went back to his beans. 
 
    The Monk looked at Dora, then over to his friend.  
 
    “Our flower is surrounded by protective thorns,” he said knowingly. Ain merely grunted. 
 
    “Keep your philosophical musings to yourself and help me get the food ready.” 
 
    . 
 
    “So, who exactly is Pelt?” Enrai finally asked the next morning. “Anyone who can take on a spider of the size he did, and win, is clearly a fighter of renown.” 
 
    They had woken up to find the dwarf already long gone, but Dora hadn’t seemed worried. She still seemed giddy after making a number of Potion Pills the previous evening. 
 
     “An outcast,” Dora said shortly. “He used to be an honorable warrior, but something happened and he ended up down here, mute and alone and lacking the traditional clan-knots and beads a dwarf would normally weave into their beard.” 
 
    “Judging from the weapon he was wielding, I believe he was a Hammerine, one of the sworn defenders of the First Hammer,” Ain mentioned. “Before it was stolen by Vord the Undying, that is.” 
 
    Dora nodded in agreement. “Yes, we believe he was as well. I personally think he tried to track down the damned lich but failed in some way and now wallows in guilt and shame.” 
 
    The Grand Elf shook his head, tsking. “That wretched Undead certainly has caused more trouble than we’d like. To think, he used to be an elf!” 
 
    Conversation was sparse after that. There was far too much anticipation in the air for talking. Leaving Mushroom Outpost behind they were approaching the final stop before exiting the Cracked Land completely, and entering the Golden Desert of Saluda.  
 
    As the rode, the ground turned lighter. No longer uniform grey, there were bands of white and pale-yellow streaking through the darker earth, creating interesting ribbons in the landscape.  
 
    The soil was becoming looser as well, piles of loose dirt clumping up here and there. Grittier than the fine ash-like dust of the Cracked Land, Saluda’s sand was more irritating and granular.  
 
    After another two days of hard riding, the trio came to their final stop in this portion of the Dreadlands. Before them stood a castle, made of stone and baked mud and clay. The walls were thick, but not overly tall, and there was a lot more traffic around its gate than at the previous outposts. A shanty town had sprung up in front of the castle’s walls, not unlike at Creidor. This one was clearly for more transient groups, as there were more tents and temporary dwellings.  
 
    All sorts of people could be seen perusing the wares, haggling and bartering. Alongside the merchants and their caravans, camels could be seen walking around with packs on their back. The humped creatures were common as beasts of burden in the sandy kingdom. 
 
    “Behold! The unimaginatively named Fort Outpost,” Dora said dryly, waving her hands majestically at the sight. “We’re stopping here for the night.” 
 
    “Bustling,” Ain noted.  
 
    “Yup. Fort Outpost is the largest of the border settlements, and the most well-traveled. It’s also the only one controlled by Saluda. Or at least, staffed by mercenaries hired by the Sultan to monitor it. From here, it’s practically a straight line into Saluda and towards Rahmal’Alram.” 
 
    “Do we need to do anything? Pay a toll or whatnot?” Enrai question and Dora nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. Officially it’s so Saluda can keep track of who’s coming and going. Unofficially, it’s a way for the soldiers manning the outpost to get a bit of coin on the side,” the half-orc said with an annoyed frown. She patted a pouch at her side, and thanks to his sharpened sense of hearing Ain heard clinks come from within it. 
 
    “Reed gave us some money for this. We’ll be fine as long as none of you pick a fight.” 
 
    “Why are you both looking at me?” Enrai protested when the half-orc and elf both spared a glance towards the Monk. 
 
    “No reason,” Dora said sweetly before looking back ahead. 
 
    At the castle, a stable had been set up to take in horses for a price. Dora paid for all three of them, then they headed into the interior to meet with the guard captain to pay their toll. 
 
    “So, the Yellowmoon Menagerie’s Healer wishes to enter Saluda? Accompanied by two… bodyguards, I take it?” 
 
    The commander of the outpost was a stern looking man with the dusky complexion of a Saludan. He wore bronze colored armor over a white tunic. A turban hid his hair and he watched appraisingly from behind his desk as Dora entered his office. 
 
    “That is correct, sir,” she said deferentially.  
 
    “Word has reached us about what happened. Though we rarely saw them pass through here, the Menagerie still holds special importance to the Cracked Land.” The commander reached for a file from the stack on his desk and wrote out a signature onto it, before stamping a wax seal onto the bottom. 
 
    “This will let you pass through unmolested all the way to the capitol, if you so wish.” 
 
    “Thank you for the kindness,” Dora said with a bow before reaching for her coin purse. The man waved it off. 
 
    “I owe Scarrot two life debts. He saved my life from a Sand Worm once, and helped buy back my daughter who’d been kidnapped by another slaver group. This pass takes care of one of the debts I owe him.” 
 
    Dora bowed again, before stepping back out of the office, the travel permit held tightly in her hands. 
 
    Outside, there were several other people waiting. Two of them rose when the half-orc appeared. 
 
    “Do you have it?” Enrai asked eagerly, and she nodded, showing it off. The Monk clapped in delight. “Excellent! Now we’re on the right path!” 
 
    “How much further from here to Rahmal’Alram?” Ain inquired as the trio walked out of the castle.  
 
    “Another three days or so. The city is very close to the border. In fact, it’s the closest one to the Cracked Land in all of Saluda so a lot of trade comes and goes through here.”  
 
    She frowned as an unfortunate thought struck her. “Although, given how it’s supposed to be under quarantine right now, it could take a while to convince or bribe our way in. Hopefully, my skills as a Healer will let me inside to help with the plague.” 
 
    “Speaking of healing, you never did tell us what spell Reed gave you before you left,” Enrai said, unsubtly trying to pry. 
 
    Dora rolled her eyes. “If you must know, I’ll tell you when we’re on the road tomorrow. Too many listening ears around here.”  
 
    The martial artist acquiesced and started to help look for a spot to set up a tent for the evening. 
 
    Their search was interrupted by a hearty cry of “Dora, my dear!” and the half-orc found herself smushed into the ample chest of another woman. She wore orange and gold robes that left little to the imagination. 
 
    She was older than the blonde Healer by at least a decade, her appearance womanly. Her hair was red and draped down to her hips, and there was a fiery glint in her yellow eyes as she hugged the half-orc. 
 
    “Ack! Sola!” Dora gasped, trying to pull herself away from the grasp.  
 
    “Do you want our help?” Ain asked cautiously. It was clear this woman knew Dora, and the mint green woman didn’t seem too concerned about her actions. Enrai was content to ogle the newcomer. 
 
    After a bit of struggling she escaped the woman’s grasp. 
 
    “No need, I’m fine,” Dora said, smoothing out her clothes and giving the older woman an annoyed look. 
 
    “Did you really have to crush me like that?” 
 
    “Dear, you’re just too adorable not to tease,” Sola claimed, trying to pinch her cheeks. The Healer leaned out of the way. 
 
    “Guys, meet Sola Sunbinder, head of the Sunbinder Caravan. Sola, this is Ain and Enrai. They’re helping me find Scarrot, and I’m helping them find someone on their side.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” the woman said, shaking the offered hands. 
 
    “Glad to meet you as well,” Ain said politely.  
 
    “I didn’t know the delicate flower knew someone as fiery as yourself,” Enrai said with a wink. Sola giggled daintily before turning back to Dora. 
 
    “I think I like them! Manners and compliments cost nothing, but they seem to be a luxury out here in the Cracked Land. By the way, do you have a place to sleep tonight?” 
 
    “No, we were just looking for a spot,” Dora stated. Sola shook her head in disappointment. 
 
    “Oh no, no, no! You must spend the night with us! I insist!” the caravan leader begged, leading Dora by the hand toward her campsite.  
 
    Dora shot a look back at the men pleading for help, but they merely shrugged. 
 
    ‘Traitors!’ she mouthed at them. 
 
    ‘Safety in numbers!’ Ain replied wordlessly. 
 
    The area was decorated with red tents, several of which bore a stylized sunburst wrapped in chains as an emblem. Most of the crew was male, but there were a few women here and there. Like the Yellowmoon Menagerie, there were cages built into the wagons. Unlike the Menagerie, they were filled with people wearing rags and chains. 
 
     “How long has it been since we’ve seen each other, my dear?” Sola said as she brought the half-orc towards the largest tent of the group. Some of the crew looked up and waved or otherwise greeted both their leader and the Healer. Dora returned the gestures before facing Sola again. 
 
    “I think it’s been four months. Not since we crossed paths around the Sulphur Flats,” Dora claimed, and the red-head nodded. 
 
    “Yes, indeed, I remember now! Mmm, I can still recall that rancid eggy smell,” Sola uttered with an exaggerated shiver of disgust. A man approached her and whispered something into his boss’s ear and she sighed before smiling apologetically towards the half-orc. 
 
    “Sorry, my dear. Duty calls!” She swept off into the campsite. 
 
    Enrai approached Dora once the woman was gone and leaned in. 
 
    “What’s her deal?” he whispered. Instead of looking confused, Dora narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “You could tell?” 
 
    “I think everyone can tell something is off about her. Or do women in the Cracked Land normally exude a stench of ash and blood?” 
 
    Dora shook her head at that, insulted by the insinuation. “No, us women don’t smell like that normally here. Don’t make statements that might make us want to smack you for that insinuation.” 
 
    “As for Sola’s issue, she’s a… pyromaniac. She really likes fire. A lot.” Dora grimaced. “And she uses brands and such to control her slaves. Oh, and if any of them try to escape, she burns them alive.” 
 
    Enrai swallowed nervously, and Ain narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “And we are staying here with her?” the Grand Elf demanded. 
 
    “She’s not a threat as long as you don’t make her into an enemy. Plus, she sees me as a sister of sorts. There aren’t many women in positions of power who are well known out here, so she’s sort of taken it upon herself to ‘show me the ropes’ so to speak,” Dora admitted. “So, stick with me, and you won’t be in any danger.” 
 
    “Well, you haven’t steered us wrong so far,” Enrai said with a wary nod. “And we’re only spending the night here. We’ll trust you on this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Enrai,” Dora said with a smile.  
 
    “Dora, I hate to be a bother, but some of my merchandise is not doing so well. Could you be a dear and check on them for me?” Sola said as she walked back to the group. 
 
    “Sure, lead me to them,” the Healer said, and was escorted off to the cages by a member of the crew, leaving Ain and Enrai alone with the fire-loving woman. 
 
    She turned to them and smiled. It was not a pleasant one. 
 
    “Now, before we begin, I’d like to know if anyone else has already had ‘The Talk’ with you about the Cracked Land’s angel,” Sola said softly, her teeth glinting in the afternoon light. 
 
    “Old Man and Pelt have already made it clear what would happen if we hurt her,” Enrai said quickly, wanting the smile to go away as soon as possible. 
 
    Sola folded her arms and nodded. “Good. Then that means all I have to do is add a caveat.” 
 
    She leaned and grabbed their shoulders, pulling them close to her. 
 
    “Make her cry and I will find you, gut you, cook your own entrails, and force you to eat them,” Sola hissed, her breath hot on the foreigner’s ears. They gulped. 
 
    Each of them could handle Trolls with ease and punch Manticores into submission. Yet they felt a thrill of fear from the sinister vow the red head uttered. 
 
    Seeing their expressions Sola pulled away with a grin. “Excellent. Now, come along, boys. Let’s go see what Cookie has got cooking!” 
 
    Ain and Enrai stared after her, unwilling to follow. They shared a glance. 
 
    “I think we may need to rethink our appraisal of Dora,” Ain said slowly. Enrai nodded. 
 
    “She certainly has a penchant for attracting trouble and powerful people in equal measures,” the Monk agreed. He then peered off into the distance of the camp and watched the half-orc running glowing green hands over the bodies of several slaves. 
 
    Seeing the way her face took on a forced neutral expression as she handled the slaves, Enrai was also forced to acknowledge her kindness. Dora closed off her heart in order to heal others and deal with the horrid reality of slavery she was forced to live with. For someone like the half-orc, who overflowed with tenderness and a desire to care, that was akin to trying to hold their breath and still go on living.  
 
    “After we find the heir, I’d like to try and help her find and rescue her family,” Enrai claimed. 
 
    Ain said nothing in reply, but there was an air of acceptance towards the idea.  
 
    “And perhaps we should tell her a bit of the truth about ourselves and our purpose? It’s only fair she knows what she’s getting into on our side of things,” the Grand Elf decided.  
 
    The martial artist mumbled his assent. They then quickly hurried over to where the caravan’s leader was tapping her foot waiting for the two of them to get over there and try her chef’s cooking. Best not to make a woman like Sola Sunbinder wait for too long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: What lies in the past 
 
      
 
    “You two have been awfully quiet since we left Fort Outpost. Is something wrong?” 
 
    Looking back over her shoulder, Dora watched Ain and Enrai shift about on their horses as they considered their response. 
 
    They had left the outpost a few hours back, and were now in Saluda proper. Now that the border was crossed, the grey grit of the Cracked Land gave way to yellow sand. Just like Rindel had warned, it was far more irritating than dust. Dora was already eager to ditch this place once their respective jobs were done. 
 
    “We’re just trying to decide how we want to go about this,” Enrai claimed when the elf refused to say anything. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Ain and I felt that it would be alright to tell you a bit more about the mission we’re on, so that you’re not blindsided when we have to track down the heir,” the Monk explained. “We realized that the more you know, the more prepared you’ll be. We both would hate for a flower like you to get hurt due to our negligence.” 
 
    “And this decision doesn’t just come from the fact that Sola, Pelt, and Old Man probably gave you a warning about my safety?” Dora said with a teasing, knowing grin. 
 
    The Monk sputtered, and the Spellsword coughed. 
 
    “We can neither confirm nor deny this accusation,” Ain declared. 
 
    “But if it were true, that would be only partly the reason. The rest of it is because we’ve seen your acts of kindness, and having you ready for meeting the renegade and heir would be in everyone’s best interests,” Enrai continued. 
 
    “Well, if you want to tell me, that’s fine. Still, if we’re sharing secrets, I’ll go first. Remember yesterday when you asked about what spell Reed gave me before we left?” 
 
    They nodded and she patted the pack which held the wooden chest. 
 
    “He gave me half of the chant for the legendary healing spell, Restore,” Dora said, uttering the name with a hint of awed reverence.  
 
    “It’s the pinnacle of Healing magic, able to turn back time itself to completely erase wounds from existence. It’s a fusion of the Element of Light, but also the Element of Dream, which controls time and space. And even with only a portion of the spell’s incantation, I should be able to pull off veritable miracles!” 
 
    “A spell like that would have a ridiculous mana cost. Could you even cast the full spell?” Ain inquired. Dora shook her head. 
 
    “No. Even this fragment that I have would require me to drain my entire reserves to pull off, and even than it’s debatable whether or not the spell would even work. But that doesn’t mean I can’t someday do it!” A far-off look entered Dora’s eyes as a memory from her past assailed her. 
 
    “When I was a child, I once told my mother I would learn the spell and be able to cast it. At the time, it was a childish dream. But now, I can fulfill this promise. Even if it was a silly, impossible one at the time.” 
 
    Dora quickly wiped the back of her hand across her face. She hated thinking of her mother. It always made her cry. And out here, losing moisture was a death sentence. She refused to spill anymore of her tears. She’d already shed more than she cared to admit. 
 
    “So! What about you two? What’s the big secret behind your own quest?” the Healer asked once she was presentable again. 
 
    “I suppose we should start with proper introductions. Hello, Dora! I am Enrai Gaosho, fifth child of the Gaosho clan, and disciple of the Gilded Phoenix School of Combat!” Enrai said, waving his hand politely as if it were an introduction between children. 
 
    Dora giggled at his antics while Ain rolled his eyes. 
 
    “And I am Ain Fadecloud, disciple of the master swordsman, Tein Huntersteel,” Ain announced, giving a polite nod of the head. 
 
    Dora swallowed a lump of surprise at the elf’s greeting. “Isn’t he an X-ranked adventurer?” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose you’ve heard of my teacher?” 
 
    “Who hasn’t?!” she shouted back at him. “There are less than a dozen X-ranked people in the world, it’d be weird if I hadn’t heard about them at some point!” 
 
    “Well, the point right now is he’s in a bit of a bind,” Enrai said, chuckling at his own word play. His mirth trailed off and died upon seeing the scathing looks being shot his way. He coughed and looked aside. 
 
    “As for our mission,” Ain said, turning his attention back to Dora, “it is rather an unfortunate tale.” 
 
    “You see, it all began a few years ago,” Enrai said, taking over from his friend, “when a general of Qwan by the name of Chai Shey failed to repel an attack from an Oni tribe while he was stationed on the Serpent’s Wall.” 
 
    “Oni?” 
 
    “Ah, right, you would call them ‘ogres’ here,” Enrai said, quickly explaining. “Anyways, General Shey knew about the attack, and didn’t bother to organize a proper defense. He thought the Oni would be easily repulsed and handled with minimal loss. He was wrong. They overwhelmed his position.” 
 
    “Now, you have to understand two things about this. One: The Serpent’s Wall is a massive construct that separates most of the Empire of Qwan from the rest of the continent. The entire North-East in fact is wild, untamed land ruled by monsters and barbaric tribes. Two: Most enemy forces rarely assault the Wall itself because of its size and strength of its garrison. They prefer to try and go around, rather than over.” 
 
    “I take it because this general didn’t prepare, the enemy scaled the walls and got through?” Dora guess and Enrai nodded sadly. 
 
    “Over a hundred well-armed Oni poured over, using grappling hooks and make-shift ladders, and proceeded to loot and pillage the countryside. Worse, Shey continued to put off trying to take the fight to them, thinking they would leave sooner or later. Long story short, the Oni did not leave immediately, and had to be hunted down and exterminated six months after they’d arrived by the Imperial Army led by one of the Crown Princes himself. General Shey was then shamed and exiled for his incompetence.” 
 
    “I take it he found that unacceptable and wanted revenge, despite everything being his fault?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Enrai said, shaking his head sadly. “Four months ago, he attacked the port city of Hanshang with a group of mercenaries and kidnapped the young heir to the Supreme Clan of Bo. He then fled with two of his hired killers. Ain and I have been tracking him since.” 
 
    “Alright, that lines up with what Reed mentioned,” Dora noted. Her brow furrowed in confusion. “But why you two? Wouldn’t Qwan have its own forces to use for this issue? And why is Ain here? Is the Second Elfish Domain involved? And why steal a kid?” 
 
    “That’s where the secrets come in,” the martial artist stated. “You see, the Bo family are one of the Five Supreme Clans of Qwan. There is the Ro Clan, also known as the Imperial Family. They have ruled the empire since their ancestor founded it. Below them are the clans of Jo, Ko, Bo, and Li. Each one has their own part to play for the empire’s success.” 
 
    “The Bo Clan serves as the high priests, the intermediaries between Church and State, but also as the guardians of arcane knowledge. The four Schools, of which the Gilded Phoenix is one, all defer to the Bo Clan in mystical matters.” 
 
    “As for Shey, during his attack, some people helped the disgraced general that were not mercenaries. To be more precise, several members of my own family thought to aid him with getting into and out of the city.” 
 
    Dora gasped, and the Monk nodded sadly. “They were cousins, not directly related to the main family, but the fault is falling upon us all the same. If I cannot retrieve the heir to the Bo Clan, then everyone related to the traitors will be executed.” 
 
    “The reason I am on this mission is because I am a Monk. I joined the Gilded Phoenix School and thus am under the direct control of the Bo Clan first and foremost. They trust me not only to save my clan, but also to protect the Bo Clan’s heir. It is why I am here.” 
 
    “Alright, makes sense,” Dora said slowly. She glanced over at Ain. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “My master has been friends with several notable people in Qwan for decades. Especially the Ko Clan, who raise and train the greatest warriors in the empire. Master Tein and I were visiting them when Shey attacked. Naturally, he leapt in to try and stop mercenaries. But, he was unable to stop them from getting away with the child,” Ain said sadly. 
 
    “My master is far too honorable for his own good. He felt that the failure to stop the general belonged to him alone. He wanted to go after the child and save him personally, but the Domain refused. X-ranked people are national treasures, and my country refused to let him go resolve a ‘mere kidnapping case.’ If he left, who would protect Par-Orria, they argued.”  
 
    Ain’s face twisted into a sneering visage as he mimicked the excuse his government had given for why this matter couldn’t be resolved quickly. 
 
    “So, I volunteered to join Enrai. We’ve actually met before, on some of my master’s previous trips to Qwan.” Ain shot the Monk glance. “I suppose for a knucklehead, he’s alright.” 
 
    “And I suppose for a prissy stick in the mud you’re alright,” Enrai replied, a teasing smirk on his lips. 
 
    Dora winced after hearing their explanation. “Jeez, that sounds rough. Not to mention the politics of the situation. But why kidnap the kid? Wouldn’t a child from the Ro Clan work better for revenge?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Enrai claimed. “The Bo Clan knows a lot of secrets about magic. If Shey or his hired swords really wanted to, they could demand all sorts of arcane knowledge as ransom. Knowledge that could grant them even greater power or advantages. Like, say, the secrets on how to bypass the Imperial Palace’s countless wards and defenses. Or how to obtain one of the legendary weapons that the Court has hidden in various shrines. Or how to forge a sacred artifact.” 
 
    “Ah, now I get it,” Dora said with an expression of dawning comprehension. The kid was a tool to reach even higher prizes. Now it made sense. 
 
    “Well, we should hurry, then. We don’t want Shey to have the boy any longer than he already has held onto him!” the Healer exclaimed, and spurred Starspot onwards, the mare picking up and speed and practically flying through the desert.  
 
    Ain and Enrai shared a grin before pushing their steeds faster as well and soon they were racing through the dunes. 
 
    A memory from when they’d been back in Creidor came to Dora, and she raised the question. “I have another question; what exactly did Bane the Butcher do to get you so worked up over him, Ain? Also, who is he?” 
 
    The elf snarled, his face contorting into a furious expression. 
 
    “That bastard is a cultist of Vandalore!” he spat, and the half-orc flinched at the mention of the God of Murder. “He’s infamous for his brutality, as well as murdering his own clients after completing whatever task they gave him. He’s a monster that needs to be put down!” 
 
    “He killed the entire family of a man who had hired him and had their bodies strung up like marionettes from the rafters of their home! He slaughtered a bandit group he had been working with and had their severed heads impaled on stakes outside the home of a judge who’d been trying to convict them! He gutted the Veldari Family, an infamous drug cartel, and then burned their entire stash so the laced smoke afflicted a quarter of Riggs!” 
 
    “Not to mention, it was Bane’s actions that kept Master Tein from stopping Shey!” Enrai added as the Grand Elf panted after his rant and gripped the reins tighter. 
 
    “How did he stop an X-ranker?” Dora demanded in disbelief. 
 
    “It was because master was an X-ranker that Bane was able to toy with him and let Shey get away,” Ain hissed. “Once you reach S and X-rank, you’re so powerful it’s possible to topple entire cities single handedly. That means going all out in a crowded, populated area would cause massive amounts of damage and casualties. Master would never do such a thing, and thus Bane took advantage of this weakness. Bane played around with Master Tein, distracting him and keeping him pinned down in such a way that collateral damage was the only way to break free and go after the general.” 
 
    “Sounds awful,” Dora sympathized.  
 
    “Yeah, it was. That’s why, if I find that bastard, I’ll hunt him down and end him myself,” Ain vowed. 
 
    Even under the scorching sun, such a wrathful promise made Dora shiver with apprehension. Worry nibbled softly at the back of her mind. 
 
    Now she had to deal with a cultist of the Murder God on top of finding and slaying a Necromancer? This was turning into something much bigger than she’d ever dreamed of dealing with. 
 
    Dora sighed deeply. And here she’d hoped she was done with outrageous plots and problems after Annod Bol! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Quarantine zone 
 
      
 
    “Is that it? Are we finally there?” Enrai pleaded as the trio stared at a walled city up ahead. 
 
    The crenellations of the fortification were just barely visible on the horizon. Several dunes were in the way, but that a portion of it could even be seen set the group’s hearts at ease. 
 
    Riding through sand was not easy at all. The horses weren’t sure of their footing when it came to the loose grains, and it had taken a while before they’d grown accustomed to the new type of ground. Even Starspot, a trained warhorse, had required a deft and calming hand to ease into the annoying terrain.  
 
    Then, there had been the sand storm that had popped up on day two of their journey, and forced them to hide in the tents for hours before it had faded.  
 
    The only concession fate seemed to have thrown the travelers was the lack of monster attacks. Not one had approached them during the trip between Fort Outpost and their current location. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go!” Dora exclaimed, and urged Starspot to go faster. 
 
    “What about the quarantine?” Ain questioned as they approached the city. 
 
    “I assume there will be an army encircling the place to make sure no one enters or leaves Rahmal’Alram, so if we find that, we can hopefully talk our way in,” Dora said. 
 
    “Or bribe someone to look the other way,” Enrai suggested. The half-orc gave a half-hearted nod at that.  
 
    “Let’s try and keep that as Option B,” Dora requested, and the Monk chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so squeamish about bribery. You sell slaves for a living, and are about to go into a city full of zombies to kill the Necromancer who made them. Something like adding a few extra coins to grease the wheels is hardly as abhorrent,” the Qwanese said. 
 
    “My mother had to bribe the government officials whenever they came to Far Reach to keep me safe,” Dora said venomously. “She tried to hide it, but I know what she had to do to ensure I was kept ‘off the books.’ And I refuse to shame her memory by doing the same when there is another way.” 
 
    She huffed. “Besides, I don’t sell slaves. I care for them.” 
 
    Enrai shut up and said nothing the rest of the ride. 
 
     As the trio got closer to the city, a commotion could be heard. Shouts and the clashing of metal echoed forth over the dunes, and all three of them shared a knowing looking as they recognized the sounds of combat. 
 
    “Let’s go! If we help the soldiers keeping the quarantine we might earn some favors from them!” Ain exclaimed, his hand straying to his saber. The others nodded, with Enrai cracking his knuckles ominously and Dora readying her crossbow. 
 
    The group crested a dune, steeds snorting, and they peered down onto a desperate battle. 
 
    There was indeed an army camped outside the walls of the city. A ring of tents and wagons and men in bronze and white armor attempted to keep the peace. 
 
    However, a portion of the quarantine forces were engaged with driving off a pair of large monsters. 
 
    The creatures resembled crabs crossed with scorpions, but lacked the tail stinger of the latter and had enormous pincers like the former. Spears and arrows broke uselessly upon their black and gold carapaces, and as the trio watched one of the monsters lashed out and snipped a soldier in half with a single pinch of its claws. 
 
    “Yedos Claws!” Dora exclaimed in horror. 
 
    “Quick, tell us their weaknesses!” Ain instructed as they rode closer to the fight. 
 
    “They’re A-ranked monsters! Their shells can resist magic up to Level Five spells, and are harder than steel! Worse yet, they are ravenous and will eat anything that moves! They’re immune to almost all kinds of poison as well!” 
 
    “Don’t just tell us their strengths, what about weaknesses!” Enrai cried. 
 
    “I can’t think of any off the top of my head! I’ve only ever fought one, and it took the entire Menagerie to bring it down!” 
 
    “Well, how did you kill that one?!” 
 
    “We just kept hitting it with attacks until some of them slipped through and wounded it! Which then caused it to die of blood loss!” Dora replied, and the Monk swore loudly. 
 
    “Then I’ll just have to punch it as hard as I can, then!” he exclaimed, and red sparks flickered to life around his body. He channeled his mana through his body, and then leapt from the horse, delivering a flying kick with his feet wreathed in flames to the left most Yedos Claw. 
 
    The blow staggered it, and it turned and started to snap at the Qwanese fighter. 
 
    Ain approached the other monster while still on horseback. He drew his sword, and lightning wrapped around the blade. He fired off a crackling bolt at the second Yedos Claw. 
 
    The attack splashed against the armor and did nothing, the electricity crawling along the carapace for a few seconds before fading. Though it did no damage, it had drawn its attention to the newcomers, away from that of the group of soldiers who’d been trying to hold it off. 
 
    “We’ll keep them off balance!” Ain shouted at the soldiers who looked at the trio with excited relief.  
 
    Dora rode between the two rampaging monsters and approached some of the wounded. 
 
    “I’m a Healer! Let me check your injuries!” Dora said.  
 
    The men guarding their wounded comrades looked suspicious of her, eyeing her skin color and twin protruding fangs, but their need for healing magic overcame their bias and they waved her forward. 
 
    She quickly proceeded to mutter spells and spread her glowing green hands over the hurt men. 
 
    Most of the injuries were unsalvageable. The Yedos Claws had mainly fought by slicing off limbs with their razor-sharp pincers, so all Dora could do was stop the bleeding and prevent infection in the stumps. But it was better than dying in the wounded’s opinion, and as she worked many of the wounded cried while praising her kindness. 
 
    Behind her, Ain and Enrai were dueling their respective monsters, trying to find a way to kill them. 
 
    “This creature’s shell is damn hard!” Enrai snarled as he smashed a fire-covered fist into the carapace. The blow hardly did anything, just leaving a faint scorch mark on the shell for the Yedos Claw, and some bruised knuckles for himself. 
 
    He tried again, and more tiny burns appeared on the carapace. He was soon forced to leap aside as the creature tried to snap him in half. He could feel the wind from the attack graze his stomach. 
 
    “And they’re fast!” he complained. He fed more mana into his limbs, and soon he was pummeling the creature over and over, bursts of fire washing over the Yedos Claw but doing nothing.  
 
    In retaliation, the Yedos Claw opened its pincers wide, and sensing an attack, Enrai tried to make distance. It didn’t matter much though as particles of light gathered inside the claws, and twin beams of searing red energy slashed forth.  
 
    Enrai knocked one aside and dodged the second, feeling the heat from the attacks. He glanced to the side where the rays of fiery energy had impacted, and gasped as he saw streaks of sand that had been melted into glass. 
 
    “They can shoot magic?!” he shouted in disbelief, looking over to the soldiers for confirmation.  
 
    “Yes! That was the Heat Ray spell!” 
 
    “Well, what else can they do?!” 
 
    Over with Ain, his Yedos Claw answered that question by emitting a high-pitched screech. The Grand Elf and his horse both cried out in pain as waves of magically enhanced sound slammed into them. His horse tottered and stumbled, and the ten-foot scorpion-crab did not miss the opportunity and lunged. 
 
    It reached out and managed to grab the back-left leg of Ain’s steed, snipping it off. With a scream and a spurt of blood the horse fell, sending the elf tumbling. 
 
    He rolled for a bit and quickly got back to his feet, brandishing his sword at the Yedos Claw. It ignored him and chose instead to decapitate the lamed horse, ending its suffering. 
 
    “Damn you! Take this!” Ain shouted. “Rush through the sky and pierce the earth! Stun the strong, topple the weak! Crackling Lance!” 
 
    The Level Four spell shot forth from the tip of his saber, the piercing bolt of lightning coiling around itself like a corkscrew as it flew towards its target. 
 
    The blow struck it dead on, and the Yedos Claw screeched its displeasure. The attack had done some damage, the spell tearing a small hole through the carapace, letting dark blue ichor leak out.  
 
    Unwilling to let the creature recover, Ain threw another spell to keep the Yedos Claw on the defensive. The lightning didn’t do much except make it angrier, and the crustacean barreled towards Ain with murder in all four of its black beady eyes.  
 
    The elf dodged the charge, and swiped his sword across its face. Clad in magic as it was, the blow sheared through the armored head and tore out one of its eyes while also scouring the mandibles. 
 
    The screech it let out was filled with fury, pain, and magic, and Ain staggered under the sonic shockwave, falling to his knees. 
 
    It lunged, pincers open wide and aimed at his neck. 
 
    Just centimeters from snipping the Grand Elf’s soft flesh, a crossbow bolt thudded into the Yedos Claw, aimed precisely at the hole Ain’s earlier Crackling Lance had created. It screamed and flailed before turning to Dora with madness in its gaze. 
 
    “Look out!” Ain shouted as it turned its attentions towards the half-orc. But Dora stood her ground and took aim with her crossbow again, standing protectively in front of the wounded soldiers. 
 
    She fired, and this time the bolt took out one of its remaining eyes, leaving the Yedos Claw with only two.  
 
    It only managed to get a few steps closer before it was thrown into the air as a spell detonated underneath it. A miniature whirlwind picked the Yedos Claw up, tossing it around. 
 
    A group of men clad in flowing white robes with yellow highlights were striding forward, magical energy flickering around wooden staves they held. 
 
    Ain did not waste any time, and took advantage of the opening the Saludan mages had given him. 
 
    “Yellow that burns, heralded by a storm! A flash, and then destruction! A light that lasts but a moment! Thunderous Crash!” 
 
    A large ball of lightning shot up at the flailing Yedos Claw as it was trapped in the air, and it impacted its underside, which was slightly softer and less durable than the rest of it. The sparking yellow orb then exploded, sending forks of lightning blitzing through the sky.  
 
    When the light from the blast faded, the Yedos Claw plummeted down with a gaping hole seared through it. 
 
    “Hmph! Show off,” Enrai grunted in annoyance when he sensed his friend finish with his fight. He glanced back at his own Yedos Claw, which was still too healthy for his liking. 
 
    His burning punches and kicks had done moderate damage, and in some places the carapace had been cracked and charred by flurries of concentrated blows. He’d even managed to blind it by burning its face off. 
 
    But it continued to fight, and was now firing off Heat Rays willy nilly without care. Sooner or later, one of them would be launched at the guards protecting the city, and the Monk doubted they could dodge or block the attacks like he could with his magically reinforced body. 
 
    “Just die already!” Enrai shouted, and he brought his hands together in a clapping motion. He then took a stance, spreading his legs and crouching slightly. 
 
    “Soaring Strike!” he shouted as wind and fire wrapped around his body before he darted forth. Propelled by a burning gust of wind he struck the Yedos Claw, sending it flying up into the air. 
 
    He then readjusted his stance somewhat and cocked his right arm back, aiming to launch a punch into the sky. Fire and wind swirled around his fist, the energy twisting and compacting into a drill-like shape around his limb. 
 
    “Roar of the Phoenix!” Enrai called out, and he threw his punch towards the Yedos Claw as it flailed and fell through the air.  
 
    A coiled lance of fire and wind shot forth and struck the underbelly of the vicious crustacean, piercing it. The heat boiled the ichor in its veins and the gale force winds drove the flames even deeper. The superheated air around the path of the attack tore through it under the pressure, and a sound not unlike the scream of a bird of prey echoed through the quarantine zone, carried aloft by the blow’s own wind. 
 
    By the time it landed in the sand, the attack had come out the other side, puncturing the insanely hard carapace.  
 
    Enrai let out a breath as he slumped and let the mana coursing through his frame fade away, leaving him exhausted. 
 
    Still, he took the time to turn towards Ain and flash the elf a smile and a thumbs up. 
 
    “Ha! Take that! I actually managed to defeat my target alone!” 
 
    Ain rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, good for you. Do you want a cookie or something?” 
 
    “Maybe I do!” Enrai said. 
 
    Dora just sighed in relief once the two monsters were taken down. 
 
    “Excuse me, miss, but the commander wants to see you and your friends.” 
 
    Dora glanced over at one of the mages who had separated from the group and approached her. 
 
    “Is it because he wants to thank us?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    The mage, a fairly young-looking man, winced and waved his hand in a ‘sort of’ gesture before jerking his head back towards another group that was nearing the site of battle atop the backs of horses. 
 
    These men were heavily armed and armored, with equipment that could probably hold up better than what the soldiers around her currently had. 
 
    A banner was flying as they rode and from the symbols, a red snake coiled around a palm tree on a yellow field, these men were knights of Saluda. 
 
    At the head of the group was a man whose armor was even fancier than the rest, with gold inlay and carved whorls and serpents decorating it. 
 
    “I am Haga, commander of the quarantine zone around Rahmal’Alram. What happened here?” he demanded as he got closer, eyes sweeping over the area. He took in the corpses of his men, as well as that of the two Yedos Claws, before they settled on Dora.  
 
    “Commander, these travelers appeared when we were trying to hold off the Yedos Claws,” one of the men spoke up after bowing towards his superior officer. 
 
    When Commander Haga’s eyes alighted on the soldier he continued to explain.  
 
    “The two men leapt straight into the fray, while this woman here healed our wounded. Without them, casualties would have been much higher before you managed to arrive.” 
 
    “And they slew both of the creatures?” he inquired.  
 
    “Yes, commander, they did.” 
 
    Haga frowned before nodding his head towards the trio. “I see. You have my thanks. Please, follow me. We shall speak in private.” 
 
    Dora bowed back before remounting Starspot. Over with Ain and Enrai, the two were arguing. 
 
    “Come on, let me ride your horse!” 
 
    “Ask Dora if you can ride with her! I don’t want to share the saddle with you!” 
 
    “Why not?” Ain demanded, annoyed. 
 
    “It’s weird for two men to ride together!” Enrai protested. 
 
    “Both of you shut up and share the damn saddle!” Dora shouted back at them.  
 
    They grumbled but complied. 
 
    “Hands above the waist, Ain,” Enrai warned, the elf scoffing. 
 
    “Please, you’re so far from my type I’m worried you might be protesting a little too much!” 
 
    “What did I say?!” Dora demanded loudly. 
 
    “Sorry, shutting up now!” the two men said quickly.  
 
    Around them the soldiers laughed. Even Haga cracked a smirk at the trio’s antics, before wiping it from his face and leading them towards the quarantine army’s command center. 
 
    . 
 
    “May I get you three something to drink? Water, coffee, or perhaps tea?” Haga inquired as the group entered his tent. Two of the knights stationed themselves behind him as the commander sat in a chair, facing the trio.  
 
    There was nowhere to sit for them so the three stood at attention. 
 
    “Water please,” Dora said. The other two declined the offer. He nodded and shouted for refreshments to be brought. A man wearing a slave collar hurried into the tent moments later carrying a tray with several drinks on it. 
 
    Dora took a goblet of cool water and sipped at it, letting a sigh tumble from her lips. It had been too long since she’d had a cold drink! 
 
    “Now, what exactly is such an eclectic group doing out here?” Haga asked civilly as he sipped from his own cup.   
 
    “I believe this will answer your questions,” Enrai spoke up, and he slowly reached for his pouch. The knights watched him closely, and the Monk made sure not to make any funny movements.  
 
    He removed a scroll from the pouch and held it out. The slave took it from him and inspected it before passing it to the commander. 
 
    Opening it, the expression of the man did not change at all as he read the contents. He set it down and sighed. 
 
    “This has the potential to become a political nightmare,” Haga groaned, massaging his temples in frustration.  
 
    “All we want is to be granted permission to enter Rahmal’Alram, and to retrieve the heir to the Bo Clan,” Enrai promised. 
 
    “And the orc?” he demanded, glancing at Dora. 
 
    “They hired me,” she said, trying not to bristle too much at the clear disdain in the commander’s voice. “When they heard that Rahmal’Alram was experiencing a case of the Creeping Rot, they wanted a Healer to provide assistance.” 
 
    He frowned, steepling his fingers as he regarded the group before him. A moment passed as he appraised them before snorting dismissively. 
 
    “Very well. Having a Qwanese political prisoner trapped inside one of our cities would damage trade relations with Qwan. You may enter the city when we deliver the next round of supplies.” 
 
    “You’re providing aid to the people within?” Dora asked, surprised. 
 
    “Charity might seem an odd concept to a barbaric greenskin, but we actually want the city and its inhabitants to survive the plague,” Haga sneered. Dora gritted her teeth. 
 
    Ignoring her, Haga addressed the other two. “Every so often we send in food and medicine so the untainted citizens can survive. Unfortunately, the only way we can cure the disease and halt its spread is to use Light Element magic. And we have few Healers in Saluda. The Healer who accompanied our army is already within Rahmal’Alram, and we’ve sent a request for another to be transferred to the quarantine zone.” 
 
    “So, the only reason you’re letting us in is because Dora is with us,” Ain guessed, and the commander nodded. 
 
    “When’s the next supply drop?” Enrai asked eagerly.  
 
    “It was scheduled for next week when our own supplies are brought in, but with an actual Healer here we’ll move it up to tomorrow,” Haga decided. “We have enough of our own food and water to be fine with giving some up for an ‘emergency delivery.’” 
 
    “Many thanks for helping us resolve this matter as quickly as possible,” Enrai said with a respectful bow. Haga accepted and dismissed them. 
 
    As they walked out, Dora let out an explosive sigh of pent up anger. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Enrai asked, concerned. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just been a while since I’ve experienced good old-fashioned discrimination,” Dora said with a bitter laugh. 
 
    “In the Cracked Land no one cares what race you are because everyone is miserable and suffering, and living a hard life means there’s no time to be making enemies based on skin color or creed.” 
 
    Ain and Enrai thought that over and nodded. 
 
    “Is it wrong of me to find your philosophy both awe-inspiring and depressing?” Enrai asked earnestly. Dora tilted her head back and laughed. 
 
    “I’d be surprised if it wasn’t! Now come on, let’s see if they’ll give us a spot to set up our tents.” 
 
    “As long as there’s food afterwards. Using magic always makes me hungry,” the Monk said, rubbing his belly. Ain hummed an agreement and Dora grinned knowingly. 
 
    “Yeah, nothing’s better than a good meal after a vigorous round of spells.” A thoughtful look crossed her face. “I wonder if we can ask anyone to prepare the Yedos Claws you killed.” 
 
    “You can eat those things?” Ain asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Yup,” Dora said, popping the ‘p’ at the end of the word with a hint of glee. “Hells, you kind of have to eat monsters out here in the Dreadlands! What, did you think all the smoked and salted meat was from cows and stuff? HA! As if there’s anywhere for cattle to graze out here! No, half the time, the monsters we caught for sale would end up being someone’s dinner!” 
 
    The elf and Monk shared a shocked look. 
 
    “So, what does Yedos Claw taste like?” Ain asked, curious in spite of himself. 
 
    “You’ll find out!” Dora said with a cheeky grin. That did not assuage their worries at all. 
 
    . 
 
    “Interesting. It tastes like lobster,” Enrai muttered around a mouthful of succulent steamed Yedos Claws.  
 
    The crab-scorpion corpses had been dragged into camp at the request of the trio, and were cooked up for dinner. Dora made sure that some of the meat went to the soldiers who had been wounded by the powerful monsters as a consolation prize, while the rest filled their bellies. 
 
    They were eating in a private tent that had been set up for them, courtesy of Commander Haga. The clamor of the camp was muted thanks to a Muffle spell woven into the tent’s fabric. A few slaves stood nearby, ready to bring in or take away any dishes, while a few guards stood around the tent’s perimeter. Like all the tents, it was made of golden cloth, the color designed to blend into with the yellow sands of the desert.  
 
    The trio had become instant celebrities among the garrisoned army for their help in resolving the monster attack with few casualties. Several men had wanted to thank Dora personally and offer gifts and life debts to her, but were turned aside, much to the half-orc’s relief. The gestures were nice, if a little overbearing.  
 
    “I know, right? Pretty tasty for a monster!” Dora said with a laugh as she dug into her ‘lobster’ bisque.  
 
    “It is delicious, my compliments to the chef. But why are they making me eat my horse?” Ain demanded, looking up from a plate of roasted meat. He had not touched it, and was hesitant to even try a bite. 
 
    “It’s a Saludan tradition,” Dora explained as she popped a piece of baked Yedos Claw into her mouth. “Horses and camels are very important to their culture. As the saying goes, ‘Steeds and Sand are what make Saluda.’ So, when a horse is killed in battle, tradition states that the rider honors their fallen mount by making the best use of it.” 
 
    Dora scarfed down some flat bread soaked in Yedos Claw juice before addressing the elf again. “Just try it. I don’t know if I could ever eat Starspot, but I do understand where the tradition comes from. And if you don’t, you’ll be perceived of as rude, and less of a warrior.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten horse,” Enrai said, looking intrigued. Ain slapped the Monk’s hand away from the dish. 
 
    “No, this is mine.” He took a deep breath and hastily ate the dish, trying to ignore any of the taste that might come through. He finished it off, and sat back in his seat. A faint grunt escaped his lips and Ain immediately regretted eating it too fast. 
 
    Dora noticed gleams of approval in the eyes of the people around them. She smiled to herself, relieved. Ain had not insulted their guests.  
 
    A tiny frown seeped onto her expression as her thoughts drifted to the task ahead of them in the quarantined city. How hard would it be to find any of the people they needed to? Hard enough even without the threat of zombies, she guessed.  
 
    “Excuse me!” Dora spoke up, and the slaves all focused on her. “I’m sorry for this.” 
 
    “I invoke my authority as a Servant of Naliot to command you,” Dora commanded with a pained look on her face. “My word is law. My word is life. All that you are belongs to me. Mention nothing of what you hear in this tent tonight after I finish speaking.” 
 
    Immediately all the slaves gasped and choked as the collars around their necks burned. The sensation faded quickly, and they were back to standing at attention moments later. 
 
    Dora looked down at her plate, shivering under the piercing stares Ain and Enrai were shooting her. 
 
    “What was that?” the Monk hissed, fury in his eyes. 
 
    “Scarrot taught me that. It’s a universal passcode for gaining control over almost any slave collar,” Dora said, unable to face the two.  
 
    “Why would you do that?!” he demanded, slamming a fist onto the table. She flinched as she heard the wood crack. 
 
    “Because this was the easiest way to get privacy. We couldn’t ask the slaves to leave, and they would report whatever we spoke about. This way, we can converse without worry.” 
 
    “Was that really the only way?” Ain asked, disappointment tainting his tone. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry for trying to keep our plans safe and secure!” Dora shouted, turning angry eyes of her own onto them. “I’m sorry for being more than a little paranoid about having to go into a city to track down a hostage while also finding and killing the Necromancer who released the Creeping Rot into the city!” 
 
    She waved her hand at the surroundings. “I’m trying to be cautious! Saluda is the only formally recognized country on Erafore to still allow slavery. And that means they have all sorts of ways of getting people to wear the collars. If they knew we know the origins of the plague, Commander Haga could accuse us of conspiring against the kingdom, and simply arrest us and slap slave collars onto our necks without a trial!” 
 
    “Or, what if Haga or a member of his staff is working for either General Shey or the Necromancer? What if they found out what we were talking about from the slaves if I hadn’t sealed their voices?” 
 
    She folded her arms, matching their glares with one of her own. “I am doing this to find my family. The Yellowmoon Menagerie means everything to me. And I will not risk my success on loose lips.” 
 
    A terse silence fell over the group, before Ain sighed reluctantly.  
 
    “Fine. We’ll follow your lead on this for now. But you will inform us in the future if you want to do something as drastic as this,” the Spellsword instructed. 
 
    “Alright. Deal,” Dora agreed, and the tension faded a little. She then proceeded to unroll a map that had been brought in earlier. 
 
    “This is a basic map of Rahmal’Alram. Here is where we’ll be hoisted over the walls. As you can see, it’s in the merchant’s district. From what we’ve been told, it and the noble district are the most well-maintained and ordered since the quarantine.” 
 
    “I doubt General Shey will hole up in the slums. He’s too prideful for that,” Enrai pointed out, tapping a finger on the parchment. “He’ll be in the noble’s district.” 
 
    “I thought so too. I asked around, and they have some hotels that cater to rich clients. Some of which are still operating despite the plague,” Dora agreed, before tapping her own finger on a corner of the map as far from the noble’s district as possible. 
 
    “Unsurprisingly, it was the slums and slave quarters which first experienced cases of the Creeping Rot. It has been more or less contained, yet it flares up constantly. That means the Necromancer is cowering in the shadows somewhere in there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ain grimaced. Enrai didn’t seem fazed, merely curious. 
 
    “Are there going to be sewers? It’s not a proper adventure unless there are.” 
 
    “What? Why would you want to know that? Why are you so eager to go into such a place?” Ain spluttered.  
 
    “Come on, surely the stories your master told you about his time traveling the world filled you with some sort of desire for adventure,” Enrai said. “I know growing up on stories about heroes battling monsters made me excited to learn how to fight when I joined the School!” 
 
    “It’s not that fun,” Dora grumbled. “The last time I was near sewers I had to escape from crazy Rapture Dawn cultists before they sacrificed me to summon the Queen Swathed in Vermillion.” 
 
    Everyone, slave and freeman alike, just stared at the Healer. 
 
    Ain coughed and tried to steer the conversation back on track. “So! What do we do first?” 
 
    “We go after Shey and the kid first,” Dora declared after thinking it over. “If we take out the Necromancer first, the quarantine will be lifted and that means the general might try to flee as soon as possible. We cannot allow that.” 
 
    “Which means we’ll have to take him out before we go after the Dark Mage, as well as dealing with his two minions and whatever other tricks he’s hiding,” Enrai said. 
 
    “If we encounter Bane the Butcher, I want to be the one to fight him,” Ain requested, a fervent glint in his eyes. The half-orc and human nodded, and the elf bowed his head in thanks. 
 
    “So, how are we going to confront Shey and save the heir?” Enrai asked, rubbing his hand through the stubble that was creeping up on his previously shaved head. 
 
    “We ask around. Merchants love to gab and chat and gossip, as do nobles. And, people love to talk with Healers and doctors, especially during treatments. Patient-practitioner confidentiality and all that,” Dora said with a wicked grin. “But, since I never took the oaths, I’m free to use any information they give me. That way we’ll be able to track down and corner General Shey and the Necromancer.” 
 
    “I’ll do some rounds, heal some people, offer some medical services,” the blonde half-orc continued. “I’ll gather information while I do so, and hopefully, before the next round of supplies are delivered, we’ll be able to wrap this mess up, and get on with saving the Menagerie.” 
 
    The Spellsword and Monk grinned, and the trio began to hammer out the finer details to their plan. As the night dragged on, plans were prepared, and vengeance sworn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Over the wall 
 
      
 
    Dora shivered as she stared at the brick and clay in front of her, unable to focus on the anything as a greasy, unclean sensation pressed against her mind and slithered down her spine. 
 
    It had started off as a normal morning. Wake up, get ready for entering a city slowly filling up with the dead and the damned, have breakfast, then join a stoic elf and a womanizing human on a platform that would be hoisted over the city’s wall by pulleys while sitting atop crates and sacks filled with food and other necessities. 
 
    You know, normal! For Dora, at least. She had a sinking suspicion that ‘adventure’ would become a recurring facet of her life from now on.  
 
    Still, it wouldn’t have been that bad if not for the miasma of Dark Element magic tickling her senses. 
 
    Like almost every walled city on Erafore, spells, rituals, and enchantments had been woven into the defenses of Rahmal’Alram. Mere artillery, magical and mundane alike, would batter harmlessly upon the walls, doing next to no damage.  
 
    But, as a result of being so saturated with magic, it was easier to feel the influences of foreign energy as well.  
 
    And the Dark magic generated and attracted by the Creeping Rot disease was festering inside the city. It spread slowly, and the walls of Rahmal’Alram were becoming contaminated.  
 
    The one problem with having defenses facing outward alone was that internal influences tended to be reflected towards the exterior. 
 
    It was why Annod Bol was so reviled. It wasn’t just the slavery and the cruelty. It was that all those actions, performed over countless generations, had created a magical miasma that sunk into the very stones, and the evil within was reflected out. Gaze up at the walls and the six towers of the City of Slaves, and unnatural terror would grip the heart. 
 
    And the same was happening here. If the plague was not stopped, the only way to purify the city would be through fire and Holy magic. And lots of it. 
 
    “We’ve reached the top!” 
 
    Dora was jolted out of her thoughts by the words of the soldier escorting them to the walls, and then almost immediately followed by the jarring of the platform as it came to a halt. 
 
    Glancing to the side, she noticed Ain and Enrai were acting like they were emerging from a trance as well. 
 
    “You could feel the magic too, huh?” Dora said softly, and the Monk nodded shakily. 
 
    “I’ve never felt something like that before! I mean, sure, I’ve felt the magic that dwells inside the walls of the cities in Qwan, but this... corruption is new to me. And I do not like it.” 
 
    “Just be glad this is your first introduction to a miasmatic city. Compared to Annod Bol, this place is tame,” the Healer said.  
 
    “I do not even want to imagine that,” Ain gagged. 
 
    The men guarding the lift closely watched the trio exit the lift. Enrai stepped forward and passed the note from Commander Haga to one of the soldiers on the wall. Based on the superior quality of the armor, as well as the fancier badge he wore, Dora assumed he was a local guard officer. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s already told you why we’re here, but I’d like to ask for discretion in the matter.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” the man who took the letter from the Monk stated. “The only ones who know your true purpose in the city are the ones I’ve gathered here. As far as the rest of the city is concerned, you two are escorts for the half-orc Healer the commander hired.” 
 
    The man turned to Dora, eying what she wore around her neck with a perplexed expression he swiftly hid. “Can you pretend to have been paid by the commander for the purpose of helping keep the plague contained? Otherwise your presence may raise questions.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Dora said, agreeing to the request. 
 
    The officer nodded, and a weight seemed to lift from his shoulders. 
 
    “Thank you. Regardless of your true intentions, we thank you on behalf of Rahmal’Alram and its citizens.” He waved a hand, gesturing towards the city below. 
 
    “As you can no doubt feel, the Dark magic is growing stronger. It’s gotten to the point where even those of us who are not mages or magically inclined can feel the miasma and its effects.” 
 
    Dora winced. “That’s not good. How fast are the people infected with Creeping Rot reanimating?” 
 
    “Two weeks ago, it took a full day for an infected person to reanimate as a zombie. Now, we’re at the three-hour mark. By the end of the week, the other Healer and mages in the city fear that reanimation will be instantaneous. And from there, it will be only a few days before anyone who dies will become a zombie.” 
 
    “Why in the name of all the gods that are good and glorious have you not done anything then?!” Dora roared. The soldiers flinched, and Ain and Enrai tried to make themselves less noticeable. 
 
    “We only have one Healer in the city. And he’s been ‘attached’ to the Emir’s palace and the noble’s district. He rarely leaves it.” 
 
    “What about the other Healers? A city this size should have at least two clinics serving it! And that means at least two other fully trained Healers!” 
 
    “When the first cases of Creeping Rot were discovered, there were riots in the street,” the officer explained, sweating as he withered under Dora’s glare. “They were afraid. Scared. The people demanded treatment. Some of them broke into the clinics.” 
 
    “Let me guess, people started fighting over the Healers, and the Healers tried to intervene, and someone lashed out blindly and stupidly, and then there were no more Healers because some idiots panicked and killed them,” the half-orc growled.  
 
    The soldiers all nodded, ashamed.  
 
    “Did no one try to protect them? Surely you, as the city guard, would have been sent in to rescue the only people capable of stopping the plague!” Dora snapped. 
 
    “We tried! But there was widespread anarchy. We were trying to put down problems in every district. Worse, we were not informed that the riots were due to fear caused by Creeping Rot. By the time we realized it, it was too late,” the officer of the watch said. There was only a token amount of indignation in his voice. He knew they had messed up. And badly.  
 
    Dora sighed in annoyance, counting to ten in her head so she didn’t explode and say something rude.  
 
    “Fine. You’ve messed up. Glad you can admit that. That means I have my work cut out for me.” She stared off towards the slums where the worst of the Darkness was gathering, and folded her arms defiantly.  
 
    “Take me to one of the poorer districts. I’ll start healing people there, and make sure the worst of the miasma doesn’t spread.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the man said, bowing his head. The rest of the guards bowed deeply as well. “I am the Captain of the City Guard, Vashir. If there is anything I can help you with, I shall endeavor to do so.” 
 
    “I will be sure to ask if I need assistance,” Dora claimed, returning his bow with one of her own. 
 
    Vashir and his squad then snapped to attention and escorted the trio along the wall towards a tower attached to the wall’s battlements. From there, it was a few flights of stairs down, and then walking six blocks to reach the artisan’s quarters. 
 
    “It’s not unlike the merchant’s district, but its where the industry itself is. Tanners, smiths, and other loud and smelly jobs are based there. It’s also where the workers and their families live,” Vashir explained from the head of the squad, chatting politely with Dora.  
 
    “It was hit badly by the Creeping Rot, and has the second highest casualty rating. Only the slums themselves are worse off.” 
 
    “And I take it because this area has been struck by the disease, it has crippled the city’s ability to provide for itself?” Dora asked. Vashir nodded, pleased that she had picked up on that. 
 
    “Exactly! Without the artisan district, the guards have had problems keeping our weapons and armor in shape, and with zombies, looters, and other assorted criminals running around, it has pushed our ability to defend the city to the limits. Not to mention basic necessities like cookware, nails, and even magical tools have become scarce.” 
 
    “Are you saying that the mages aren’t making or managing the artifacts?” Ain demanded, as shocked as Dora had been when she’d heard about the state of Rahmal’Alram’s medical situation.  
 
    “They’ve holed themselves up in their workshops and refuse to come out. Yet they still have the gall to demand their shares of rations and supplies,” Vashir spat. “Water purification tools, fire starting tools, potions and enchanted weapons are now limited to those who can pay exorbitant sums.” 
 
    “What on Erafore is the city’s leader doing?” Enrai hissed, disgusted by the lack of control. 
 
    “Dying, mostly,” Vashir said bitterly. Upon sensing the horrified expressions all three were wearing he quickly explained. 
 
    “No, not from the Creeping Rot. It’s worse. Old age. The Emir is in his seventies, and can barely move due to arthritis and old war wounds acting up. He still tries to do his best for the city though. It’s his son who’s making things worse.” 
 
    Grunts of disgusted agreement came from the escorting soldiers, and Dora had a sinking suspicion why. 
 
    “Is he corrupt? Lazy? Still throwing parties even though the city is slowly dying?” 
 
    “All of that, and he only allows the Healer to leave the noble district once a week to tend to people. For a hefty price, of course.” 
 
    “How has the city not torn itself apart under the stress of all of this?” Dora wondered, flabbergasted by the sheer amounts of insanity the place seemed afflicted with.  
 
    “I keep wondering that myself,” Vashir snorted. “Personally, I think the people are too meek for their own good. Oh, it’s a nice trait in peace time, but we’re technically being besieged by an army, can’t leave despite the Undead that keep popping up, and are slowly choking on raw Dark magic.” 
 
    He shook his head. “If I wasn’t such a law-abiding citizen, and terrified of being accused of treason for cutting down the sack of shit who’s replaced the Emir, I would lead my men to the palace and topple it myself!” 
 
    “Um, watch what you say?” Dora said slowly, glancing at their surroundings. More and more people could be seen, though they were hiding in their homes or darting in alleyways when the group passed. 
 
    “HA! If I said I was going to stage a coup, over half the city would join me. Including all of the City Guard,” Vashir boasted. “I’m the only person trying to do anything for them, and they can see as clearly as I can that things are going to get worse.” 
 
    He then clapped the green-skinned Healer on the shoulder. 
 
    “But thanks to you, I don’t have to go and do that!” He then called a halt in an open square. A fountain stood nearby, still spurting fresh water, but it was guarded by several members of the local guard.  
 
    “This is the main fountain and current source of fresh water for the artisan district. We’ll have you start healing people here. It’s central, easily accessible, and we can pass out the supplies that came with you as well.” 
 
    Vashir pointed to the elf and Qwanese. “You two can help keep the crowd at bay while I make sure the rationing is done right.” 
 
    Dora nodded and pulled back her hair into a ponytail to keep stray straw blonde strands out of her face. She then rolled up her sleeves and let a green glow fill her palms. She quickly healed the on-duty guards of their fatigue and stress, and they stood up straight afterwards, filled with eagerness and vigor. 
 
    The Captain of the Guard smiled at that, before reaching for a cone-shaped item held on his belt. 
 
    “Attention! This is Captain Vashir! Our country has not forsaken us! Commander Haga, the man who currently leads the army that sits outside our walls, has sympathy for our plight! We have a Healer here that he has provided, able and willing to cure what ails you, as well as to push the Creeping Rot out of our streets!” 
 
    His voice was amplified by the artifact, and it carried through the streets and over the squat, square buildings of mud and brick. A susurration ran through the district at his words, and, slowly, people began to poke their heads out of doors and windows, looking towards the square. 
 
    A few people emerged, cautious. Some spotted the crates of rations and came forth. Others looked for someone who could be a Healer and when they saw the trio of foreigners, crept closer. 
 
    It was only a trickle, but it was a start. 
 
    Dora cleared her throat and grabbed the attention of some of the townsfolk. 
 
    “I am the Healer! Line up, and I will see what I can do for you!” 
 
    Many of the people didn’t move, though. Distrust and disgust appeared in their eyes as they took in her appearance, though a few seemed mollified by the ornament she wore around her neck.  
 
    Vashir looked disappointed at their reaction, but did nothing. He couldn’t force people to be healed. Well, he could, but it would be for the best if they let themselves be cured. 
 
    Before a worse mood could manifest, a woman ran through the crowd, pushing people aside. Ain stepped in front of Dora, hand on the hilt of his blade, but she fell to her knees in front of them, holding a bundle in her arms. 
 
    “Please, heal my baby!” she begged, holding out the child wrapped in cloth. Ain took it, and peered inside before recoiling in shock.  
 
    His reaction brought tears to the woman’s eyes and caught Dora’s attention. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she demanded. Ain showed her, and she hissed in sympathy. 
 
    “Creeping Rot,” she muttered. She pulled aside some of the cloth to get a closer look, revealing a sickly baby boy with black veins running along the left side of his body. 
 
    People nearby who saw this screamed and fear and started to flee. 
 
    Dora ignored it all and took the infant from Ain’s hands, her own glowing a vibrant emerald green. 
 
    “Shhh, it’s OK! It’ll all be OK,” Dora cooed as the baby whimpered pitifully. 
 
    “Turn aside the Darkness, and let the bounties of life rejoice! Purge the shadows with Light! Cheer, and exalt the immaterial! Blessings of Life!” 
 
    Green light turned silver, and energy filled with joy and peace washed over the child and those nearby. The black necrotic marks fled from the child, banished by the intense purity of magic Dora released. 
 
    When the glow faded, it revealed the baby, completely healed as if the Creeping Rot had never existed. He let out a cry, strong and healthy, and Dora passed the infant back to the mother with a kind smile. 
 
    “He’s all better, now.” 
 
    The mother now wept even harder, but this time it was with joy. Dora ran her hands over the woman, checking her for her own source of Creeping Rot. Finding small traces of the disease, likely due to tending to her child, Dora let her magic cleanse it. 
 
    As the woman left with countless thanks leaving her lips, Ain and Enrai gave the half-orc impressed looks while the Saludans, guard and civilian alike, stared before letting out a cheer. 
 
    “That was impressive,” Vashir praised.  
 
    “To be honest, Blessings of Life was a bit overkill for that level of infection,” Dora admitted. “It’s a Level Four spell designed specially to purge and purify Dark magic. A regular Purify, or even a Cure Light Wounds would have taken care of that amount of Creeping Rot.” 
 
    “Why do something so flashy, then?” Enrai inquired. 
 
    “Because if I heal someone with a lot of pomp and ceremony, they’ll naturally evaluate my skills higher,” Dora said smugly. Her predication proved true. People were now gathering in larger numbers having witnessed her magic and she quickly wrapped up her explanation. 
 
    “With what I showed them, they’ll know I can completely cure the disease. Even if I later use a weaker spell to remove the Creeping Rot, they’ll already have seen or heard what I did for the baby, and know I can help them regardless. They’ll come to me, and I will heal them.” 
 
    She then let mana filled her hands, and she moved towards the crowd of people pleading for assistance.  
 
    “Come on, let’s make sure she doesn’t get into trouble,” Enrai said with a laugh, and he and Ain 
 
     stood guard beside her, helping move the patients along. 
 
    . 
 
    “Damn it all!”  
 
    A tinkling sound of shattered glass accompanied the bellow of rage. Red faced and panting, a lean and fit man with a foppish moustache stomped around in his well-appointed hotel suite, muttering curses and slander upon the ancestry of the two men who had managed to track him down. 
 
    “You sound upset. Want to talk about it?” a woman asked lightly as she held a young boy close to her, comfortingly patting his head as he shivered in fear from the older man’s fury. 
 
    “I just received word that a group of foreigners entered the city today alongside some early supplies. And do you know who two of these outsiders were?” 
 
    “Tomas Nierz and a talking banana?” the woman offered innocently. 
 
    “NO! It was that runt of a Monk from the Gaosho Clan, and the apprentice of ‘Mountain Slayer’ Tein!” the man shouted. 
 
    “Calm yourself, general. Do not let anger cloud your mind,” a fourth person instructed from where he sat in the corner, polishing a wicked battle axe that gleamed bloody red under the lamp light. 
 
    The exiled and disgraced Qwanese man scoffed rudely. “Easy for you to say! You could kill both of them without breaking a sweat, but me? It wouldn’t be a fair fight!” 
 
    “And that’s why you have us, Mister Shey!” the bubbly woman said, still patting the child’s hair. 
 
    “Great, I have a Shield Maiden who’s recovering from severe drug addiction, and a mercenary who’s known to kill his employers. I feel so much safer,” Chai Shey sneered.  
 
    He slumped into an armchair and cradled his head in his hands. “If only this quarantine hadn’t been issued the day after we arrived here! We could have ransomed off the brat by now to the Bo Clan!” 
 
    “I told you I could track down the Necromancer and kill him. Did so days ago. Would have solved that problem quickly. Still could. I could leave now and be back before morning,” the other man offered. He paused in his polishing, a hopeful air surrounding him. 
 
    “No. Much as I’d love you to do so, Bane, this is now a good situation. The Creeping Rot will keep the two pursuers busy while we formulate an escape plan. They’re the body guards to a Healer that’s been brought in, so even if they wanted to, they cannot move freely.” 
 
    “Still, it would be a good idea to know what to expect from them,” Shey mused. He looked over at the young woman who tilted her head at the scrutiny. 
 
    “You’re still posing at that bar, correct? Would it be possible to get some patrons of yours to point the duo in your direction? Maybe seduce one of them to figure out their plans?” 
 
    “It’d be easier to just kill ‘em,” she stated. 
 
    “If you manage to get one of them drunk and alone, then go ahead. But try to make it look like an accident if you do,” Shey ordered.  
 
    The woman snapped a mock salute in his direction, and the general grumbled about scrapping the bottom of the barrel before getting up and looking for a new glass to hold a new serving of wine. 
 
    . 
 
    “False idol wrapped in chains! Thinks she can fool me?!”  
 
    A senseless gibbering echoed forth from a dank, dark cellar lit by ghoulish purple flames held aloft in severed, preserved hands. Pacing the floor was a filthy, greasy man in a tattered black robe with a faded silver skull emblem stitched into it. 
 
    “I know her game! Not enough my master hunts me down, but now a gilded lily comes to play?! No! NO! I refuse to be stopped when I am so close!” 
 
    He turned to a disfigured form on a blood-stained table. 
 
    “You think so too, don’t you? She’s here for me! The Maiden of the Silver Lily Enshrined with Chains comes!” 
 
     He let out a screech and yanked a bone saw off the nearby tray before viciously attacking the body tied down to the make-shift operating table. 
 
    The person being hacked into said nothing, only capable of uttering a despairing groan. Zombies weren’t very good conversationalists. 
 
    “I will not be her tool! I will not feed her myth! I’ll kill her! And then, I’ll kill my master! Yes! Yes, that is it!” the man laughed, before tossing a sawn-off leg to a squelching beast hidden in the darkness of a nearby corner. 
 
    Wet slurping and crunching emanated forth, but the deranged Necromancer merely grinned happily. 
 
    “I’m nearly finished… just a bit more, and I’ll have a weapon capable of defeating the loathsome skeleton! Heh-he-he!”  
 
    The Dark Mage cackled obscenely, with the squelching and groaning his chorus. 
 
    . 
 
    Behind a dune just a stone’s throw from the encircling Saludan quarantine force, darkness squirmed and spat out a figured clad in a hooded black cloak wearing a silver mask. 
 
    He looked around, checking to make sure he had arrived at his destination before reaching into the liquid void that had brought him there and removing a grey lump. 
 
    “Not going to fail this time,” Spiral muttered to himself, wincing as phantom pains flared up along his body. Recovering from the agony of two deaths and two revivals had taken him longer than he’d planned. But now he was back in the game, and ready to test the girl to make sure she was the one. 
 
    Though why she’d come to this Undead infested city perplexed him.  
 
    “Probably her bleeding heart dragged her out here,” he sneered as he focused on the chunk of greyish metal at his feet. 
 
    Putting aside his grudges for the moment, he focused all of his magic and attention on the mass of lead he’d brought along. 
 
    Lead was notoriously resistant to magic. Just taking it through the portal had been a chore and a half, and here he was using his Bloodline Trait on it. 
 
    With agonizing slowness grey sparks darted and danced across the surface of the lead block before seeping into the dense material. Nothing happened for couple of minutes before the raw lead trembled and shook before softening up like a mound of clay. 
 
    And, just like clay, it was carefully molded into a new form. Instead of hands though it was raw will and magical power that now shaped it.  
 
    A humanoid appearance replaced the shapeless mass. Tall and slender, from a distance it might be mistaken as a pale, naked man.  
 
    A closer look, however, dispelled that misconception. Its arms were long, reaching its knees. Instead of fingers, it had four sword-like blades on each hand. Instead of normal feet, it had hands.  
 
    For the creature’s head, it was elongated and pointed, with two vermillion eyes. One of those ocular orbs was in the middle of its forehead. The other stared unblinkingly out from the back of its head. It had no other features, just smooth grey ‘skin.’ 
 
    And finally, there was a horizontal slit on its chest that could open wide to become a ‘mouth,’ where its ribcage became snarling fangs and in place of a heart and lungs an acid drooling tongue lolled. 
 
    “You shall be my tool to test the half-orc,” Spiral said, gasping slightly from the effort he had poured into creating the being.  
 
    “Find her. Hound her. But do not kill. Of course, the people around her can suffer for all I care,” he commanded, and the beast born from lead nodded. It then loped off into the darkness, claws primed to dig into enchanted stone and to scale the battlements so it could enter Rahmal’Alram and find its prey. 
 
    The member of the World Rebellion’s inner circle gave one last look at the walls before sinking into the portal, wishing his creation to hurry up so he could return to the Hierophant’s good graces. 
 
    He’d helped usher in the Great Calamity over three thousand years ago, and came so close to succeeding in their goals four hundred years ago. But he knew what they said; third time’s the charm.  
 
    And this time around, no prophecy would stop them from letting the world rebel! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Healing and hating 
 
      
 
    “There you go, good as new!” Dora said cheerfully, patting the knee of a young boy as the last of the wound on it stitched shut. He babbled his thanks in Saludan before darting off to join a group of other children who cheered for his recovery and ran off to play some more. 
 
    Seeing that, the Healer couldn’t hide her smile. She’d always had a soft spot for kids. She then nodded towards an elderly woman clutching her wrist and checked the injury. 
 
    “It is merely bruised with some pulled muscles, not broken,” Dora assured the woman. Just to be safe Dora discreetly checked to see if any Creeping Rot had settled in, and when she found none provided a bit of soothing magic to ease the pain. 
 
    “Try not to use that arm for the rest of the day in order to give your wrist time to heal,” Dora requested, and the wrinkled woman nodded in understanding before bowing in thanks and walking off.  
 
    The blonde half-orc let out a sigh of relief as she left. “Finally! That was the last patient of the day!” 
 
    “You did an excellent job,” Ain praised, passing her a mug filled with lukewarm water. It was delicious after a hot afternoon of healing.  
 
    “Yes, I think I did so as well. Certainly, there were a lot more people today than yesterday. Word about my talents must be spreading,” Dora said with a grin. She stretched, letting out the cramps that were setting in. 
 
    “Just another day here, and then you plan on moving towards the merchant’s district, correct?” the elf inquired.  
 
    “Yeah. Yesterday, we didn’t gather nearly enough information. If we finish up with healing people in the artisan’s district, then I want to focus on gathering information on possible locations where Shey might be hiding. And it’ll be easier to do that if we venture towards the richer parts of Rahmal’Alram,” Dora explained.  
 
    “We have only been in the city for two days. Shouldn’t you give it more time?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to get this done with sooner rather than later. I have no idea how much longer Reesh, Holt, Scarrot, and the rest can endure being imprisoned. Or if they’ll be allowed to live if I take too long. So, I want both of our matters done in a week,” Dora stated firmly. 
 
    Ain grimaced, but nodded in understanding. Her mission was as time sensitive as theirs was. Worse, Dora had no idea what sort of limits she was working under. He and Enrai still had another six months before the executions. The half-orc didn’t. 
 
    As he lamented their situations while heading back to their quarters, the elf couldn’t help having his eyes linger on the object around her neck. Dora sensed his gaze and smiled reassuringly at him. 
 
    “Hey, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” she said, tapping the object with a ‘Ting!’ as metal hit her finger nail. 
 
    “You’re insanely lucky your scheme worked,” the Spellsword muttered. 
 
    “It was a gamble that I had to take,” Dora protested as they walked. “The people here are xenophobic and racist. A half-orc Healer? I’d be turned away by the smallminded. They wouldn’t trust me even if I was the only person capable of saving them. So, I’m wearing this to offset their prejudices. After all, if I’m a slave, they won’t question my race.” 
 
    Still, she couldn’t help but trail a finger along the rune encrusted bronze collar around her neck, and think back on the discussion in the tent the other night that had led to this.  
 
    “Dora, this is a crazy idea!” Enrai shouted, grabbing her arm. 
 
    “It’s the easiest way I have to moving through the city relatively unmolested,” Dora shot back, trying to shake off the Monk’s grip. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what would happen to you if you do this to yourself?” Ain demanded, arms folded. The slaves cowered in the background as the trio argued. 
 
    “Do you?” she snapped, and the elf frowned.  
 
    “No! Because as far any of us know, not a single person has ever tried to do this before!” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” Dora said with a roll of her eyes. “I cannot imagine some eccentric mage has never tried what I’m about to do.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t we heard about this?” Ain asked. “Odds are the people who attempted such a feat wound up harming themselves.” 
 
    “Yeah, Dora! We have no idea if it’ll render you brain dead, or seal your magic, or drive you mad, or something else terrible!” Enrai exclaimed, keeping the half-orc from putting the slave collar in her hand around her own neck.  
 
    Dora stared them down, desperate to impress upon them the importance of this idea. A large part of her was honored and touched by their concern for her. That thought frightened her as well, though. Twice, the people whom she loved and who loved her back had been hurt. She didn’t think she could bear a third time. 
 
    “This slave collar is attuned to me as its owner. That means I would own myself if I were to put this on,” Dora argued. “Thus, I should be safe because nothing would happen to me. No one else could tell me to do anything! Theoretically, I could order myself to do something, but how different would that be from not wearing a slave collar?” 
 
    “I think there is a large difference between thinking of doing something and commanding yourself to do something while under the influence of a mind magic artifact,” Enrai said dryly.  
 
    “You can’t change my mind on this matter,” Dora stated firmly. “And if anything does go wrong I have you two to help me.” 
 
    Enrai glared, but Dora refused to back down and returned the look. After a few intense minutes the Monk grunted and he released her hand. She offered a stiff nod, before clasping the bronze ring around her neck. 
 
    There was a searing pain as the metal pressed against her flesh, but she couldn’t cry out. Her voice refused to work. The runes upon the surface flashed blood red, and she felt her legs give out. Enrai caught her before she hit the ground, but she was too out of it to notice. 
 
    A final tremor ran through her before she went limp in the Monk’s arms, eyes rolling back showing the whites. 
 
    “Dora!” Enrai gasped, shaking her. After a few minutes her eyes closed before fluttering open.  
 
    “Owww…” she whimpered, cradling her head in her hands. 
 
    Ain rushed over to her and scanned her with magic. 
 
    “Nothing appears to be wrong,” the Grand Elf muttered. “Do you feel different? Any aches or pains?” 
 
    “I thought I was the Healer here,” Dora joked weakly. When neither Ain nor Enrai cracked a smile, or offered a chuckle the half-orc looked to the side, ashamed. 
 
    “No, I feel no pain. I don’t hurt anywhere. Maybe a headache? Not sure, it’s fading fast,” Dora said.  
 
    “Please do not do something so reckless again,” Enrai begged.  
 
    “Indeed. It would be troublesome to fend off the people who would make our lives miserable for letting you get hurt,” Ain added.  
 
    Dora snorted at that before struggling to stand. The Monk helped her up, and she gave her thanks in the form of a hug. 
 
    “OK, I think I’m fine. But, to be on the safe side, keep an eye out,” Dora said. “And from now on, if people think I belong to one of you, don’t dispute that. We three know it’s an act.” 
 
    “Can you remove your slave collar?” Enrai asked worriedly.  
 
    The Healer bit her lip as she reached up to unfasten the collar from her neck. At her touch, the runes around the lock gleamed for a moment, and then with a faint metallic ‘pop!’ the chocker came off. 
 
    “Alright, I can take it off. But can I put it back on?” she wondered. Before Ain or Enrai could stop her, she snapped the collar back into place.  
 
    This time, only a pounding headache assailed her. She waited for it to fade before grinning widely and giving the two a thumbs up.  
 
    “It worked!” 
 
    “Are you and Enrai still upset that I was so reckless?” Dora inquired as she returned from her memories. The elf nodded, a hint of exasperation mixed with sorrow cutting through his typically stoic expression. 
 
    “Of course. We might not be close friends with you, but we have come to appreciate your skills and your heart. I think we would both deeply regret losing you,” Ain answered truthfully. Do you want to try apologizing some more to make up for it? Like say, pledging an oath not to do something so stupid and insane again?” 
 
    “Maybe. Or, perhaps I’ll get you two some nice alcohol or food or something as a gift.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like bribing people to get your way,” Ain snorted. “But if you really want to get back on Enrai’s good side, I think he might forgive your antics if you wore one of those skimpy outfits those belly dancers wear. As for me, you can feed me peeled grapes while fanning me.” 
 
    Dora slugged him in the shoulder and he winced. That was going to bruise! Curse his feeble elfish body succumbing to the might of a dreaded orc’s wrath! 
 
    “Ha. Ha. Ha,” the half-orc uttered in a monotone, giving Ain an annoyed look. “No. I wore something that embarrassing only once in my life, and if I never do so again, it will be too soon.” 
 
    Ain wisely kept his mouth shut, despite wondering what circumstances had led her to doing such a thing. 
 
    They finally returned to the fortified garrison building that housed the City Guard. Captain Vashir had insisted the three of them stay here. Partly for protection, partly for images. If he was the one offering hospitality, it not only spat in the eye of the Emir’s son who was ruining the city, but if anyone attacked them, it was within the captain’s right under Saludan Guest Law to kill anyone trying to harm the trio. Two birds with one stone. 
 
    Enrai was waiting for them at the entrance with a few other off duty soldiers, an eager expression on his face. 
 
    “Guys, guess what!” 
 
    “What?” Ain and Dora inquired in stereo. 
 
    “These guys are taking us out for drinks!”  
 
    Dora grinned, excited at the prospect, and the guards returned her eagerness with smiles of their own. She noticed they were some of the men who had accompanied Captain Vashir to the wall, so they knew about the trick about the slave collar.  
 
    “Is that really the best thing to do right now?” Ain asked. “The city is close to anarchy, and Dora has some information she’s gathered we can investigate.” 
 
    “Sure, we can do that at the bar. Come on, it’ll be nice! I for one have not had a drink in weeks that wasn’t lukewarm water, so a nice bit of wine wouldn’t hurt. And I think we three deserve a nice night as a reward. What do you say?” 
 
    Dora bit her lip, tempted. Both of them had a point. In the end, though, she chose the option she wanted. 
 
    “Fine, we can go,” Dora said. Ain shot her a betrayed look with Enrai whooped with glee. She returned the elf’s look with an apologetic one.  
 
    “It has been a while since I’ve had a chance to relax. And I wouldn’t say no to a stiff drink after all I’ve been through in the past few days,” Dora admitted.  
 
    Ain wasn’t completely swayed, but he was outvoted, so he grudgingly accepted and followed behind as they were escorted to a lounge style bar. 
 
    It was on the street that bordered the artisan’s and merchant’s districts, so it was upscale without being expensive. And, according to the guards who were taking them there, it was also one of the few places to eat in the city that was still operating. 
 
    “This place doesn’t just serve food and drink, it has entertainers, hookahs, and a plethora of other features to entice patrons,” one of the guards explained. 
 
    “Why is it still open? Wouldn’t the rationing keep its business and profits low?” Dora asked. 
 
    Their guards seemed surprised at her astuteness, but they hurried to explain all the same. 
 
    “Even during a siege people need a place to unwind. Thanks to Dolan keeping his bar open throughout the quarantine, crime in the area has gone down because of that. The atmosphere is just a little bit more hopeful. Of course, the real reason it’s stayed open is because the owner is a money grubber.” 
 
    “Ah. I see,” Dora said, understanding the motivation.  
 
    There wasn’t much talking after that, and before they knew it the group was standing in front of the bar, known as the Sand Cat Lounge. A sign with a sandy yellow cat cheerfully welcomed people in, and there was indeed an upbeat mood and a clear atmosphere around the place. Dora smiled widely, glad that there was a place the Dark magic’s miasma hadn’t reached yet. 
 
    Upon entering, they were ushered by a waitress to a circular table that sat low to the ground. Instead of chairs, benches laden with cushions were placed around it, and the group sank into the seats. Dora and Ain took a while to figure out how to sit on them, while Enrai just laid onto his side and lounged, taking up an entire bench all to himself. 
 
    “So, what do you recommend?” Dora asked their escorts, and the oldest of the guards scratched his bearded chin. 
 
    “He serves some decent wine, but if you want quality, you want to order Coalbrand Whiskey or Deepwell Brandy.” 
 
    “Haven’t had Deepwell in a while!” Ain exclaimed.  
 
    “It’s an elfish make. Definitely a good drink. I can vouch for that,” he explained to the confused Monk and Healer.  
 
    “I suppose we’ll try a bottle of that, then,” Dora said to the waitress who had remained nearby.  
 
    The shock on the woman’s face when she had been spoken to reminded Dora that she was supposed to be pretending to be a slave. She wanted to facepalm, but resisted. 
 
    The order was taken nonetheless by the waitress, and the Healer resolved to try and avoid speaking when she was around others. She did not want to blow her cover. 
 
    Instead of a server bringing them their drinks, a portly man came over with two bottles in his hands. He placed them on the table and gave a little bow towards the group. 
 
    “Welcome to the Sand Cat Lounge! I am honored that the people bringing a breath of fresh air into Rahmal’Alram chose to visit my store! I am Dolan, the owner!” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” Enrai said politely while shaking his hand. Ain just nodded, and Dora did nothing. 
 
    “I am glad you are here. I was wondering if perhaps you’d let your Healer take a look at some of my workers? Ever since the quarantine and the riots, they haven’t had a chance to be examined by a professional. I’d be glad to offer you a generous discount on your bill in exchange,” Dolan said. 
 
    Dora was about to open her mouth to respond, but she remembered her role in the nick of time and kept it closed. She did send a pleading look towards Enrai who affirmed her glance with a nod.  
 
    For Dolan, he assumed the gesture was for him, and he clapped his hands joyfully. 
 
    “Excellent! Most excellent! I shall lead her to where the workers are.” Dora stood and followed after the pudgy store owner, and was led into a backroom where about a dozen women were getting dressed in a variety of costumes and outfits. 
 
    Oh. OH! Dora’s face showed off her realization of what sort of ‘entertainment’ the Sand Cat Lounge offered. No wonder there hadn’t been any other women aside from the waitresses… 
 
    “Ladies, this is the Healer who came to our fair city on behalf of the commander,” Dolan said, showing the half-orc off. He then turned to her. “Make sure you check them thoroughly, alright?” 
 
    A nod was her only response, but that was enough for the fat man, who walked away, leaving her to her own devices.  
 
    The women gave Dora looks of confusion and expectation, but did not approach. The Healer cleared her throat and took the initiative.  
 
    “Alright, everyone! Who here as any problems they want me to check? Come on, we’re all women here, don’t be shy!” 
 
    No one wanted to be the first to step forward. One of the dancer eventually did, striding forward with a confident strut.  
 
    “Since my colleagues seem to be nervous, I suppose I should go first, then,” the woman said, and Dora nodded, dazed by the beauty in front of her. 
 
    She was lithe and fit, toned muscles bared for the world to see. Her skin was the typical dusky tan of the Saludan people. She wore a red silk dancer’s outfit with golden bells and bangles around her wrists and ankles that chimed as she moved. Her hair was a deep ebony, not unlike Dora’s friend Kari’s hair, but it was curled and had more bounce. And her eyes, a dark, drowning blue color, were sharp and observed Dora’s every action. 
 
    There was confidence in her, and as she sauntered over to a chair for Dora to examine her, she oozed grace and sensuality. She was a terrifying beauty. 
 
    Dora swallowed heavily, reminded herself this was all professional, and scanned the woman’s body with magic. 
 
    “I take it this job is only a temporary one?” Dora asked, making small talk. 
 
    “How could you tell,” the woman asked. 
 
    “Your muscles. If you made a living as a dancer, you’d have a different set of them. But you’ve trained yourself to fight, based on what I can see,” Dora explained. She ran a quick bit of healing magic through the woman after finding a disturbing amount of damage to her internal organs that was consistent with drug abuse. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m not a dancer normally,” the woman laughed. “Name’s Amira, and I’m a traveler. My companions and I got trapped in this city when the quarantine fell. And, since no one, not even nobles, can leave, I have to find some way to keep busy and pay for the upkeep of our temporary dwellings.” 
 
    “I see,” Dora said shortly. She muttered a short incantation and did her best to mend some of the damage Amira’s organs had suffered, but most of it was too old to be properly fixed. 
 
    “Other than some internal damage from what I can only assume is a drug overdose, you’re fine,” Dora stated, finishing her examination. “Don’t take any more, and the damage won’t get worse. I couldn’t heal most of what you’d done to yourself. It was too much and done too long ago.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be able to repair my old problems so easily,” Amira said, waving it off. “Still, thanks for the effort in trying.” 
 
    After Amira left, more of the women approached Dora for a check-up, and she obliged. 
 
    It took an hour, and during that time she detected and cured a number of minor ailments and diseases. No Creeping Rot, thank the gods. 
 
    “I believe that’s everything,” Dora announced after healing the last of the dancers. Each of them thanked her profusely. 
 
    They had warmed up to the half-orc during the treatments, and been more than happy to talk about this and that while their examinations went on. Thanks to that, Dora had obtained a surprising amount of information on both of her objectives. 
 
    Heading back to her table, Dora noticed that the dining hall had become darker, with lamps setting the mood. Off to the side, a stage she hadn’t noticed before was showing off the lounge’s entertainment. 
 
    Dora stumbled a bit when she noticed that it was Amira on stage, swaying to the music and performing a very exotic dance. 
 
    Hoots and cheers filled the air as the Healer returned to her group. There were platters of finger food available, and Dora dove in, happily popping the spiced meats into her mouth. 
 
    “Have fun?” Enrai asked, one eye on the performance. 
 
    “It was alright. They were nice ladies,” Dora said, more focused on the food.  
 
    “Yeah. They are fine,” Enrai said with a salacious waggle of his eyebrows. The half-orc gave her human companion a deadpan look, but the Monk nudged her shoulder and directed her gaze over to Ain. 
 
    At first, she was confused. The elf looked as straight faced as always. But closer inspection revealed an intensity in his eyes as he watched the stage. And was that a blush on his face? It was hard to tell in the low light. 
 
    Dora then tilted her head so she could follow Ain’s line of sight, and a grin to match Enrai’s appeared on her face. 
 
    “So, he has the hots for Miss Amira, huh?” 
 
    The tips of Ain’s ears twitched when he heard Dora mention the dancer’s name.  
 
    “Seems like it. I must say, I’m shocked. In all the years I’ve known him, he’s never shown any interest in women,” Enrai claimed.  
 
    Muttered blessings and claims of ‘Good for him!’ came from the off-duty city guardsmen at their table, and the Spellsword tried to ignore them while keeping his mouth shut.  
 
    A few minutes later the dance routine ended, and Amira sashayed off stage, much to Ain’s visible disappointment.  
 
    “Cheer up, Ain! She’ll be here until the quarantine is lifted, so you can see her again!” Enrai said, slapping his longtime friend on the back.  
 
    “There, there, Ain. Maybe if you’re lucky, she’ll come over to say hello to me. And then you can bask in her radiance one last time,” Dora teased.  
 
    “What’s this I hear about being radiant?” 
 
    Everyone whipped their head around to face the voice that spoke up, and their jaws dropped when they saw Amira walking over.  
 
    They were drawing attention from the other patrons, so Amira sidled up next to Ain on his bench, hiding most of her scantily clad form behind his body. But, given that he was so thin and willowy himself, it only served to taunt and tantalize the other men in the lounge when parts of her red silk outfit peaked out. 
 
    “So, these are your owners, then?” Amira asked Dora as she leaned a bit on Ain. 
 
    “Yes,” the half-orc lied quickly. “The man you’re hanging onto is Ain, and the guy next to me is Enrai.” 
 
    “A pleasure. And may I say, such a wonderful performance. If you dance like that, I’d love to see you in battle,” Enrai said, eyeing her muscles much like Dora had done earlier. 
 
    She laughed playfully. “You certainly have a sharp eye! I was impressed when Miss Dora showed off her perceptiveness, and now I find a second person able to see through me.” 
 
    “I’m someone who could be considered a decent fighter,” Enrai bragged.  
 
    “So, what brings you to Rahmal’Alram?” Amira inquired, trailing a finger along Ain’s shoulder absentmindedly. The elf, unable to handle the sudden intimacy, stiffened and found himself completely speechless. 
 
    Enrai shot his friend a pitying look before giving the trio’s premade excuse.  
 
    “We’re adventurers. We travel around, hunting monsters and such. During our trip to the Cracked Land we met Dora here and hit it off. Sadly, she was a slave, but we managed to negotiate a decent fee for her,” Enrai said, lying through his teeth. 
 
    “Adventurers? Really? What a small world!” Amira laughed airily. “My companion and I are also adventurers! We were on an escort quest when the quarantine was declared.” 
 
    “That is a crying shame. We heard about the Creeping Rot problem and thought, ‘why not?’ We have a Healer with us, after all,” the Monk replied with a shake of his head. 
 
    “You’re either brave or stupid for entering a condemned city that could erupt with zombies and anarchy at any moment,” Amira said bluntly, her words echoed by nods from the guards. 
 
    Rather than take offense, the Monk let out a bark of laughter.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly right! But at a certain point, you become so strong that fighting weaklings becomes boring, so you naturally want to test your luck in a more dangerous situation,” Enrai said, putting his elbows on the table and staring at Amira provocatively.  
 
    It was starting to look like the beginnings of a competition between two battle maniacs to Dora’s eyes, so she shot Ain a pleading look to step in. to her immense disappointment the Spellsword was still out of it, intoxicated by Amira’s presence, and so she turned her pleading gaze to the guards. 
 
    “Well, this is lovely, but it is growing late, and the captain would have our heads if we kept our guests out too long. Things go bump in the night, after all,” one of the guards said, swiftly interjecting. 
 
    Enrai and Amira gave him betrayed looks, and even Ain looked upset at having to leave, but the guard folded his arms and put his foot down. 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s for the best. Don’t want the only person who can cure the plague to get hurt, do we?” 
 
    Reluctantly, the battle maniacs and swooning elf agreed, and Amira sauntered off, disappointment evident in her drooping shoulders.  
 
    As the exotic dancer left the bill was paid by the guards, and the group left the Sand Cat Lounge. Behind them, the owner thanked them profusely for their patronage and the healing.  
 
    It was getting late, and stars peppered the night sky. The temperature had dropped as well, and Dora shivered a bit. 
 
    “Sheesh, it’s cold!” she grumbled. “Seriously, this is why the desert is annoying. At least the Cracked Land never suddenly grows chilly when night falls.” 
 
    “Hot by day, cold by night. That’s the way the Saludans fight,” Enrai joked, and the guards chuckled dutifully. 
 
    “That was bad, and you should be ashamed,” Dora informed him. The Monk shrugged. 
 
    “Eh, it’s a work in progress. So, tell me, find any good information today?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    “I did, in fact,” Dora proclaimed proudly. At this, Ain was shaken out of his funk and he leaned in, eager to hear. 
 
    “I asked the people who came for healing today about any other foreigners being in the city. Most of what I heard was gossip and rumors, but apparently there were a lot of traders and peddlers who got trapped in the city when the quarantine was enacted,” Dora revealed.  
 
    “Those who did not die trying to escape through the army have all holed up in the merchant’s district. All except for one group. A rich Qwanese man was traveling with his son and a pair of guards, and have not left the upscale hotel at all since the Creeping Rot appeared.” 
 
    “A Qwanese man and his son… General Shey and the heir!” Enrai exclaimed. Dora nodded. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. I don’t know the exact location of their hotel, though. It’s in the nobles’ district, but that’s all. I couldn’t get a name.” 
 
    “That’s plenty,” Ain praised. “With this, we can investigate the city much faster. Did you dig up anything else on Shey?” 
 
    Dora chewed on her lower lip for a moment.  
 
    “No,” she said after a long pause. Enrai stared at her, but Ain was content to leave it at that, his head still in the clouds after meeting Amira. 
 
    “What did you find that you won’t tell us?” Enrai demanded under his breath.  
 
    “It’s not so much that I don’t want to tell you, as I don’t want Ain to find out,” Dora whispered back. “I’ll tell you later in private.” 
 
    The Monk had a look of confusion, but consented. “Fine then. Did you uncover any information on the Necromancer?” 
 
    “On that front, I was less successful,” Dora said with a defeated tone. “None of the people I treated were from the slums, and none of them had anything relevant to say about them, either. The slums have become a closed off area, patrolled by guards. A quarantine within a quarantine.” 
 
    “Well, that at least explains why the Creeping Rot hasn’t infected too many people beyond its confines,” Ain pointed out.  
 
    “Yeah, but if you leave it to fester without using Light magic to cleanse it, soon there will be only Undead left in that part of the city, and then the miasma will thicken, and the Creeping Rot will spread when the zombies surge forth in a blood thirsty tide,” Dora replied.  
 
    “The more Dark Element mana there is in one place, the more active the Undead within become. And even regular zombies can overwhelm an ordinary person to spread the infection,” the Healer warned. “Can you imagine the damage hundreds of boosted zombies could do to a city already at the brink?” 
 
    The elf and humans’ eyes widened as they envisioned different scenarios, and the blonde half-orc nodded sagely. “That’s why I plan on going to the slums the day after tomorrow and spreading a bit of purification around.” 
 
    Ain and Enrai both had similar looks of concern, but as they opened their mouths to speak, a scream split the air. Then another. And another. 
 
    Up ahead, dark shapes rushed through the gloom, attacking anyone still outside, and some were even pounding on the doors to the buildings, trying to break their way in. 
 
    “Damn it!” Enrai growled, readying his fists while Ain reached for his saber. 
 
    Dora, for her part, held out her hands and let magic fill them. “Dancing Lights!” 
 
    Three glowing green orbs shot out of her open palms and hovered over the heads of their group, illuminating the area. 
 
    Bathed under the pale green light, the attackers were clearly revealed in stark relief. Rotting flesh laced with pulsing black veins, maw dripping with black ichor, teeth stained red with the gore of innocent victims.  
 
    Zombies. At least a dozen of them were rampaging in the street up ahead, and from the sounds that were starting to trickle in, more were popping up and attacking elsewhere. 
 
    “What in the Hells!” Enrai cried, sending a flaming fist into the skull of a zombie moments before it sunk its teeth into a bystander. Its head immolated and turned to ash. 
 
    “Looks like Dora’s warning came to bite us sooner than we expected,” Ain sighed, sending a shockwave through a zombie’s neck. The blow cut its head off, and then the elf followed up with turning the severed skull to ash with a lightning bolt right between the eyes. 
 
    “Purify! Purify! Cure Minor Wounds! Cure Moderate Wounds! Purify!” Dora shouted, repeatedly casting spells at the mass of Undead before her.  
 
    Her Light magic cut through the Dark magic sustaining and animating the corpses, and they began to collapse, bodies shriveling up and in some cases turning to ash.  
 
    Dora scattered healing magic around the street as well, targeting the people who had been bitten or injured in some way by the zombies. It sealed the wounds and purged any traces of Creeping Rot from their systems, keeping them safe. 
 
    “Purify! I think that’s the last of them,” Dora claimed, sending a wave of magic towards the remains of the zombies that littered the ground courtesy of her companions. Even if they were slain, if their remains were not cleansed with Light magic the disease could still spread. 
 
    She wiped her forehead, feeling drained from the consecutive spells she had cast. She could just barely hear the sounds of shouting coming from further ahead, and she glanced back at her companions. 
 
    None of them were injured, though the Saludan guards looked both impressed that the trio had taken care of the problem, and disappointed they hadn’t gotten a chance to fight.  
 
    “Come on, there’s more fighting going on up ahead,” Ain claimed, his ears twitching slightly. 
 
    “That’s near the barricade to the slums!” one of the guards cried worriedly, and Dora frowned. 
 
    “We need to hurry, then! Pick up the pace!” she shouted while running ahead. She was soon overtaken by Ain, Enrai, and the city guard, and she silently cursed her physical abilities. They weren’t bad, but compared to people who trained for battle constantly she was a weakling and had to push herself to keep up. 
 
    Well, no time for complaints now! They burst onto the scene, the green Dancing Light orbs bestowing a ghoulish tint to the battlefield.  
 
    At least three times as many zombies as before had smashed their way through a makeshift wooden barrier and were throwing themselves at the guardsmen, who were desperately trying to hold the Undead back. Spears and swords were not very strong against zombies, as only headshots could properly put them down if one was using physical weapons.  
 
    A few guards armed with truncheons and clubs were doing a better job of keeping the Undead at bay thanks to their weapons breaking limbs and crippling the zombies so they couldn’t move, but their numbers were too few to properly contain the tide.  
 
    “Fire Fist!”  
 
    “Lightning Wreath Blade!” 
 
    “Purifying Wave!” 
 
    Three spells slammed into the Undead. They were charred, blasted apart, and reduced to sterilized ash. And their attention fell on the newcomers. Drawing them off from the battered and weakened Saludans, Dora and her friends hurled more spells until at least half of the zombies had collapsed. 
 
    “Reinforcements are here!” Enrai cheered, kicking a zombie and sending its head flying while it was also on fire.  
 
    The Undead horde was dwindling, and even their limited instincts told them it was wiser to retreat than face annihilation. They started to pull back, trying to disappear back into the slums. 
 
    “Please, save the captain!” one of the rescued guards begged, clutching a bleeding arm. 
 
    “Cure Minor Wounds!” Dora uttered, healing his limb. “What happened, where’s Captain Vashir?” 
 
    “There was a commotion at the barricade,” the guard explained as he flexed his arm, awed at the lack of pain. “A group of people from the slums were begging to be let out.” 
 
    “Why did Captain Vashir come out here?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because some of the slum’s residents claimed to have information on where the Necromancer was hiding,” the guard said, picking up a fallen sword. “And only the captain had the authority to let people out of the barricade. So, we called him over. But when he arrived a group of zombies attacked! They tore through the slummers, and then somehow smashed through the defneses!”  
 
    “How did they do that?” Dora asked, firing off a Purifying Wave at the backs of the fleeing Undead. 
 
    “Some of the zombies were… different. Bigger, stronger, and with their arms replaced with weapons.” 
 
    “Revenants?” the Healer wondered aloud.  
 
    When a zombie absorbed enough Dark magic, they would mutate, becoming faster, stronger, and more intelligent. Spines of bone would grow from them, their rotten flesh would harden into a leathery substance, and their finger and toe nails grew longer and sharper.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” the guard said with a shake of his head. “They didn’t have the bone spikes or talons a Revenant would.” 
 
    “Ain! Enrai! If you find any zombies with weapons instead of hands, subdue one for me to examine!” Dora shouted, and the two fighters shouted back in understanding, then went back to tearing apart the zombies. 
 
    “Alright, back to the captain. What happened?” the half-orc inquired, focusing back on the guard. 
 
    “He and his squad were almost overrun. But he managed to cut through the Undead while protecting a group of refugees. He is now trapped inside that building right there,” he said, pointing to a building past the barricade on the slum’s side.  
 
    A staggering number of the zombies were trying to force their way through a doorway, but even from a distance the familiar figure of Captain Vashir could be seen standing in their way, his scimitar flashing and waves of wind lashing out and separating limbs from their original owners. Peering closer, some of the zombies in the group were indeed larger and stronger looking, and had tools like axes and hammers sutured onto the stumps where their hands would have been normally.  
 
    Another batch of Undead were crawling out of the back alleys and joining up with the zombies assailing Captain Vashir, but these were fat and bloated, pustules throbbing and a rancid stench wafting over. Dora had a bad feeling about those. 
 
    The group of Undead that Ain and Enrai were chasing merged with the knot of zombies trying to bring down the Captain of the Guard, and the melee turned even more vicious as it turned into a desperate brawl to survive. 
 
    “Let’s go! Take them down and rescue the captain!” Dora cried, charging into the battle and blasting a stray zombie with a burst of raw Light magic.  
 
    She wasn’t bothering to weave her mana into spells anymore. There brutal close quarters combat made that impossible for her. Simply letting her Light magic burst against the Undead was good enough for the moment. 
 
    Behind her, the Saludans let out war cries of their own and joined the fight, eager to prove their worth. 
 
    “Rip and tear all foes to shreds! No Mercy for the weak or wicked! Blade Storm!” Vashir roared, unleashing a tornado of shredding wind into the middle of the zombies, sending limbs flying. 
 
    “Burn and char all foes to ash! No Mercy for the weak or wicked! Fire Storm!” Enrai shouted at the exact same time as the Captain of the Guard. A tornado of fire erupted in the middle of the zombies, reducing their forms to soot and embers. 
 
    Unfortunately for everyone, the two spells were very close to each other, both physically and in terms of effect. The two spinning whirlwinds of death merged, forming a single gargantuan vortex of fire and wind. The heat was akin to that of a blast furnace, and fabric, made dry by the sands of the desert, ignited instantly nearby. Wooden shingles and other supports burst into flames, and the flash heated stone and brick in the houses cracked and shattered from the force. 
 
    Sure, the zombies were all incinerated, but the out of control spells were indiscriminate, and now that the Undead were ash, everyone else was a target. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Dora screamed, backpedaling as fast as she could. Vashir darted inside the house he’d been fighting in front of, not bothering to slam the door shut as it had been made of wood, and thus already burst into flames. 
 
    “Enrai, you idiot!” Ain shouted as he ran from the growing pillar of fire.  
 
    “How is this my fault?!” the Monk cried, daring to look over his shoulder behind him only to immediately regret it and run even faster. 
 
    “Shut up and run!” Dora hollered, pushing at the stunned Saludans to move them. 
 
    They fled the slums and the searing super fire tornado, panting. Only once they were safe did they dare look behind them at the devastation they had unwittingly caused. 
 
    No longer being sustained by any magic, and unable to draw on any Ambient Mana from the surroundings due to all of it being Dark aligned thanks to Creeping Rot outbreak, the fire-nado started to die down. Soon, the only fires left were those lingering and feeding on the wood and corpses. 
 
    “Freaking Hells,” Dora muttered in awe, thanking the gods that Rahmal’Alram was mostly made of stone and brick, as if there had been more wood used to build, the whole city could have gone up in smoke. 
 
    “Well, I guess we don’t have to worry about making a bonfire for the zombie remains this time,” one of the Saludan muttered to himself, staring blankly at the charred street in front of him. People nearby nodded mutely in agreement. 
 
    “We need to check on Captain Vashir,” Dora said, getting back to her feet. “He and the rest of his group were at ground zero of the fused spells, they might need my help.” 
 
    Under the guidance of some Saludans who knew Earth magic and used it to smother the still burning embers clinging here and there, Dora advanced back into the slums for treatment. 
 
    “Captain Vashir! Are you alright?” she shouted at the charred doorframe she had last seen him standing in. 
 
    “I’m fine!” A coughing fit erupted before he could finish, and Dora tried to rush into the building, but was held back. 
 
    “The fire could have damaged the supports. It could collapse, and bury you. Let us go in and take the injured out for treatment,” the guard escorting her suggested, and she nodded, albeit reluctantly.  
 
    Several members of the city guard, as well as Ain and Enrai, hurried inside and got the captain and the survivors of his squad out, as well as half a dozen refugees who’d made it through the zombie onslaught. 
 
     “How did you make it out?” Dora questioned Vashir, checking his lungs for smoke. 
 
    “I used my wind magic to keep the worst of it away,” Vashir said, another nasty cough wracking his body. After calming down from almost hacking up a lung, he continued the explanation.  
 
    “It wasn’t enough, though. And the fire storm sucked out a lot of the air from the building, so we were close to suffocation in there.” 
 
    “And what about the person who claimed to have found the Necromancer’s lair?” Dora inquired, laying her glowing hands on his chest. 
 
    A soft wheeze escaped him as the magic patched up his insides. After lying there for a moment basking in being able to breath properly again he spoke. 
 
    “I managed to save them.” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    An old washerwoman and her daughter. It was they who found it,” Vashir said, pointing feebly towards a hunched crone being fussed over by her younger, and only marginally more attractive, offspring.  
 
    “They saw a bunch of Undead dragging off some newly deceased corpses into an old meat storage facility. That was a few hours ago. And apparently the Necromancer noticed, if he sent a horde after them,” the captain said. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing now?” Dora asked, helping the man sit up. 
 
    “What we should have done from the start; launch a raid into the slums and drag him out to face justice,” Captain Vashir said sharply. “Tomorrow, I’ll be gathering a force to attack. I’d appreciate it if you and your companions joined us for it. You would be most helpful.” 
 
    It was a tempting offer. But going after the Necromancer first would screw up their plans to find the kidnapped heir. 
 
    Still, the Dark Mage had thrown the first punch by letting his Undead attack, and there was no way this was an accident. As dense as the Dark magic miasma was, it was not yet to the point of causing the Undead to go berserk. Not to mention the reports of augmented zombies amidst the attackers. 
 
    This was clearly a planned offensive. And that meant the Necromancer was afraid and desperate enough to draw the ire of the entire City Guard onto his head.  
 
    There wasn’t any other choice. She nodded in agreement and the captain smiled. 
 
    “Excellent! We shall gather to exterminate the Undead as soon as possible! By dusk tomorrow he’ll be dead, and with his rotting skull on a pike above the gates!” 
 
    Dora offered a weak grin, before giving her companions an apologetic look. 
 
    “Sorry, guys, but it looks like we have to deal with this problem first.” 
 
    “No worries,” Enrai said with a soft smile. “We understand that plans can change drastically due to unforeseen events.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ain said, a touch of sympathy cutting through his neutral tone. He then walked closer, dragging a corpse over by the foot. 
 
    “By the way, I managed to keep one of the augmented zombie’s intact for you. It was sheer luck that the fire didn’t reach the alleyway I threw the corpse into.”  
 
    Thanking him, Dora put off investigating the remains until the other people rescued from the fire had been examined. Once she was done with that, she immediately turned to the decapitated body the elf had helpfully provided. 
 
    Even with a cursory glance, it was easy to see that this was just a regular zombie that had been improved in various ways. The most obvious was that the hands had been cut off, and tools melded onto the stumps. In this Undead’s case, it was a carpenter’s hammer on the right, and on the left it was a woodcutting saw.  
 
    “I think the Necromancer gave the zombies tools from the trade they’d possessed in life,” Dora mused. “It isn’t well known, but all Undead, even zombies, have what the Healers dub ‘muscle memory,’ in which they recall certain acts from their time as a mortal. Left to their own devices, Undead will frequent the places they once lived because that’s what they ‘remember.’” 
 
    “Alright, I suppose that makes some sense,” Enrai admitted. He then pointed out several long lines of stitches across its body. “What about those, then?” 
 
    Poking the body with a spear, generously offered by one of the city guard, Dora examined the body from a distance. She carefully split the stitches on the left arm open and peeled the skin back, before prodding the muscles and bones with the tip of the spear. 
 
    “Interesting,” the Healer muttered, ignoring the expressions of disgust on the surrounding people’s faces as she worked. “It seems we were lucky with the fire storm getting rid of the rest of these augmented zombies.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ain asked, curious despite the hint of green on his cheeks. 
 
    “These muscles don’t belong to the original body. From what I can see, the Necromancer stuffed a bunch of extra muscles and ligaments into the limbs, enhancing what was already there.” 
 
    “That explains their bulky size,” Enrai said in understanding as he stared at a wall so he didn’t have to look.  
 
    “Now, I could be wrong, and to be honest the lack of proper lighting isn’t helping at all, but I don’t think this extra muscle came from a human,” Dora said slowly, peering at it. To test her hypothesis, she leaned down and poked the open wound with a finger wrapping in green energy. 
 
    A tiny tremor ran through the limb, but thanks to the peeled back flesh, it was clear to see that only a few of the muscles had moved. 
 
    “I tried to apply a faint amount of healing magic to the arm,” Dora explained when they gave her an odd look. “Not enough to counteract the Dark magic inside it, but enough to cause a reaction. The parts that twitched? Human.” 
 
    “So, because your spells only work on humans, and they didn’t affect most of the other parts of the arm, you assume this Necromancer is using animals?” Vashir asked, holding in the contents of his stomach better than anyone else. Only a faint twitching of his right eye betrayed his discomfort. 
 
    “Oh, quit being babies, you’ve all seen corpses before!” Dora chided. 
 
    “Yeah, but we never poked around in them,” Enrai muttered under his breath. Not quiet enough, though, and he quailed under the harsh look the blonde Healer shot him. 
 
    “Anyways, my spells work on humans, elves, dwarves, gnomes, orcs, and probably even goblins and beastfolk,” Dora claimed, wiping her index finger off on the zombie’s rags. “And that is because I trained. I studied. I learned about their differences. For the most part, their insides are similar enough that spells that work for one race would work for another. I’d have to adjust a standard bone mending spell before working on an elf or a dwarf because their bones are lighter and thicker than those of a humans’, respectively. But it wouldn’t be much work. Universality is built into the spells themselves.” 
 
    She pointed at the body. “But whatever bits and pieces the Necromancer is using to bolster his Undead, he’s not using humans. And that’s why it was best that the fire consumed them instead of me trying to purge them with Light magic. Observe.” 
 
    Dora’s hand lit up once more, and a soft ray of green light fell from her open palm down onto the chest of the augmented zombie.  
 
    However, instead of withering away or instantly turning to dust, the body writhed and squirmed, before the skin crackled and blackened as if burnt. The whole body twisted, but did not disappear. 
 
    After a full minute of bathing the headless remains in pure Light magic, the body was still there, just looking shriveled and crispy.  
 
    “There. I removed the Dark magic,” the half-orc declared. 
 
    “But the body is still there. And mostly intact,” one of the guards stated. She nodded, a grim expression on her face. 
 
    “That’s the problem. I removed the Dark magic, but the extra bits the Necromancer put inside this zombie? They weren’t infected with Creeping Rot, or saturated in Dark magic. Given enough time the added parts would have become contaminated, but until then, these zombies would have been highly resistant to my magic. Resistant enough to plough through the defenders and get close enough to assault me directly.” 
 
    The enormity of the danger these improved zombies posed hit everyone like a warhammer, and their eyes all narrowed. The need to dispose of this Necromancer had reached top priority.  
 
    “Round up the men! We march into the slums at noon, when the sun is highest and the Dark magic is weakest!” Vashir declared, and a cheer went up from the men. 
 
    He turned back to Dora and bowed. “I will make sure you are heavily protected tomorrow when we launch our attack.” 
 
    “Thank you for your consideration,” she replied. “Ain and Enrai could use the support.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be fine,” the Monk pouted.  
 
    “I think I’d rather have some people who are not capable of accidentally burning a quarter of the city down watching my back,” Dora retorted. She then muffled a yawn. 
 
    “Agh, tired. Let’s go back, I need to rest if I want to be in top form when we come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sleep sounds like a good idea,” Ain agreed, and the trio headed back to the barracks alongside the other soldiers who did not have to do night patrol.  
 
    . 
 
    “There was a commotion outside. What happened?” Shey demanded as the woman he had dispatched returned to the room. 
 
    “Zombies. A bunch of them burst out of the slums,” she replied in a dismissive tone. 
 
    “Then what was the pillar of flames?” the axe-sharpener inquired from the corner he had claimed as his own. However, he was cleaning and polishing a chainmail vest made of silvery blue materials this time. 
 
    “Spells gone wrong,” the woman said with a shrug. “Sorry, I don’t know what exactly happened, I didn’t get too close. The stench of Undead is hard to remove. Would be hard to explain why I reeked of corpses when they were attacking an area completely different from the one I work and live in.” 
 
    “Fine,” the disgraced general sighed. “But did you at least find out about our pursuers?” 
 
    “One of them is a Monk. He wasn’t really bothering to hide his tattoos,” the woman said with a huff, flipping her hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “As for the other, it’s the disciple of the X-rank you fought, Bane.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Amira?” the mercenary demanded, an excited light in his eyes.  
 
    “Yup. I remember seeing him helping Tein fight you off. Looks like you might get a rematch.” 
 
    “And the Healer?” Shey pushed. 
 
    “She’s a half-orc and wears a slave collar, but she acts too freely. But the collar looks authentic, so I’m not sure about her actual status. She is a genuine Healer, though. Healed me and the other girls at the lounge.” 
 
    “Hmm. So, she’s probably going to be used to fight the Necromancer,” Shey guessed. There was a pause as the mercenary-turned-undercover exotic dancer considered it. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good assumption. Still, not sure how well she’ll do. Dora doesn’t seem to be much of an actual fighter.” 
 
    “Dora?” A chill filled the room, as waves of bloodlust radiated out of Bane who sat in the corner.  
 
    “Are you certain her name was Dora?” 
 
    “Y-yes, Bane. Th-that’s her name,” Amira stuttered, only her experience working with the axe-wielding murderer keeping her legs working. 
 
    Shey had no such resistances to the pressure, and was secretly glad he was already sitting, as he doubted his legs would have held him up. As it was, he couldn’t move a muscle while Bane bombarded them with his killing intent and sank into the armchair. 
 
    “A half-orc Healer named Dora? What are the odds that Scarrot’s pet would be here!” Bane laughed manically.  
 
    “You have bad blood with the slaver?” Amira inquired. The Yellowmoon Menagerie was infamous, as was its leader. Even Shey had heard of it. 
 
    The blast of killing intent faded rapidly, and he smirked knowingly.  
 
    “We’ve crossed paths. I wonder how he’d react if this ‘Dora’ was cut down?” he wondered, a cruel smile on his face. “It’s been so long since I’ve had a fun battle. I wonder how much she takes after him?” 
 
    No one answered him. The battle hungry mercenary was off in his own world now, dreaming of combat and bloodshed.  
 
    Amira and Shey shared a look, and went their separate ways, leaving Bane to his delusions. It was better that way. 
 
    . 
 
    “No! Curse her! Curse that child of Light!” The Necromancer ranted, smashing his fists petulantly against his operating table and flinging gore stained tools around as he raged. 
 
    “I lost most of my special Undead to her! And they didn’t even manage to kill the Captain of the Guard! Useless! Useless!” 
 
    He spat angrily on the floor before turning towards a pulsating lump in the shadows. 
 
    “They’ll be coming here, so stay on guard! I may have to adjust my plans to account for this new failure.”  
 
    The Dark mage growled, wracking his brains for a plan. The zombies he had augmented with horse and bovine parts hadn’t shown their worth, as those he’d sent off had been incinerated.  
 
    Just like his customized plague bursting zombies, so full of Creeping Rot infected pus and blood waiting to splash anyone foolish enough to attack them! They hadn’t even gotten into battle before being swept aside by the flames of that super spell.  
 
    Seriously, though, what mage would be stupid enough to unleash that much fire into a city? Even if it was mostly stone and mud, there were plenty of flammable parts just waiting to add to the conflagration.  
 
    The Necromancer shook his head. No time to ponder the idiots who were no doubt gearing up to take him down. He had to think! Think of a plan to survive! 
 
    “If only this place had proper sewers, I could use those to escape outside the walls and the quarantine forces,” he muttered to himself. Then paused as an idea struck him. 
 
    “Hmmm. That might work. That might work!” he cackled.  
 
    “If I don’t have a premade escape tunnel, I’ll just make one!”  
 
    His hands and eyes glowed with dark purple energy, and several dozen Undead scattered throughout the slums stirred with a similar glow in the eyes. 
 
    “Dig,” he uttered, and his zombies obeyed, converging on a single point. They started to tear up the ground, and the Dark mage allowed himself to relax minutely.  
 
    He would be fine. Just fine! His master wouldn’t be able to punish him if he just kept running!  
 
    . 
 
    It was concerned. The magic and heat had been more than expected. A portion of its body had melted away. 
 
    It was surprised. The target was extremely lucky, but also talented with the art of healing. Perhaps she would become worthy prey? 
 
    It was elated. It had found the target and now could start the mission its master had bestowed upon it at the moment of creation. 
 
    It was annoyed. Why hadn’t its master given it more instructions than a barebones ‘test her?’  
 
    The grey creature with impossible proportions nursed the wound on its left leg. It had crept close to the green-skinned woman, but before it could leap out at her from the alleyway while she was distracted by the zombies, a tremendous amount of fire exploded forth. 
 
    The magic itself was no threat. Its lead body was resistant to magical energy. The elements themselves could prove a problem, though. It had to find a time when the woman was separated from the man who punched with fire on his fists. 
 
    It cocked its head as several figures shuffled their way past its hiding spot. A group of Undead were moving with determination and purpose.  
 
    Using the Undead would be a good cover. With grace and silence that should have been impossible for a creature that size and shape, it slipped through the shadows and stalked the zombies. 
 
    It would complete its mission. It would not fail its creator! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Fake court, failed emotions 
 
      
 
    The sun rose, hot and heavy, upon Rahmal’Alram. The kerfuffle from last night had not gone unnoticed, and the hushed, fearful whispers of the people were all Dora could hear as she tended to some early morning patients.  
 
    She had wanted to conserve her mana for the invasion of the slums, but Captain Vashir had wisely pointed out that the citizens would be put at ease by her helping them as she had the previous two days. Soothing their fears with healing magic after an outbreak of Undead would keep the peace until the guard was ready to advance into the old, winding streets and cramped corridors of the poorly maintained district. 
 
    Ain and Enrai both agreed with the sentiment, and so Dora held her tongue and did what she did best. 
 
    But it was almost noon. Just another hour before the attack. 
 
    “I could hear the fighting from my room! It was terrifying! My sister-in-law said there were claw marks all along her door when she ventured outside this morning!” 
 
    “Oh yes, it was rather dreadful,” Dora said, smiling a fake smile as she listened to this woman yammer on. 
 
    “I heard that Captain Vashir tried to burn down the slums to deal with the problem. Is that true?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Dora asked, her heading snapping up. 
 
    “Well, you were there, weren’t you? Tending to the wounded and banished Undead,” the woman said. “Did the good captain try to burn everything?” 
 
    “It’s true that a large fire started, but it was an accident. Some magic clashed and everything went up in smoke and flames, taking out a few zombies with it. I believe Captain Vashir’s magic, combined with my own, countered a rather terrible curse from the Necromancer. That fire was the backlash,” the Healer said, lying through her teeth about the latter part. 
 
    “Truly?” the woman gasped.  
 
    “Absolutely,” Dora replied, confident that this new telling of events would be known throughout the city by noon thanks to this gossipy busybody.  
 
    It was a common misconception that slaves could not lie as long as they wore their collars. The truth was they could be commanded to speak only the truth, but unless told so, a slave could tell as many falsehoods as they desired. They tended to refrain from doing so due to the punishment that such behavior tended to accrue, though. 
 
    And Dora was shamelessly using the trust her collar and pretend status provided to sway opinions. She felt no guilt for this. Perhaps when she was younger and new to the Dreadlands, but now? She knew how things worked. A lie here and there in order to support the one man capable and willing to deal with this problem was a worthy price to pay for stability.  
 
    “By the way, where did that silly, baseless rumor about Captain Vashir being an arsonist come from?” Dora asked politely as she finished up the check-up. 
 
    “Oh, here and there. Everyone’s talking about it,” the woman said dismissively. 
 
    “Well, now that you know the truth, I suppose you should let the others know how wrong they are,” the half-orc said, barely able to contain a smirk as the gossip nodded. Dora had pegged her as the sort of person who would butt in on the conversations of others in order to ‘correct’ any mistakes she’d overheard. And the Healer was counting on that. 
 
    Still, a tiny frown slipped onto her face as the woman walked off and a new patient stepped forward to where Dora had set up her medical tent. Was someone deliberately trying to spread rumors to the detriment of the captain?  
 
    This line of thought was put to the side as the morning progressed. More patients, some serious and requiring immediate attention, trickled in and she had to focus on them. There was no time to worry about conspiracies.  
 
    Before she realized it, hours had passed, and noon crawled around. 
 
    “Here you go,” Enrai said, passing Dora a bowl of soup. It was watery and cold, but a meal was a meal, and she consumed it eagerly. 
 
    “Cannot wait for the quarantine to be over if it means we can get real food,” Dora said with a sigh as she put the now empty bowl aside. 
 
    “I hear you! I’d kill for a proper steak!” Enrai chuckled in agreement. He then glanced around. “Where’d Ain go?” 
 
    “Went on an errand for me,” she said, massaging her legs to get blood circulating again. Cramps were no fun. “I asked him to check on the girls from the Sand Cat Lounge. The zombies were fairly close by to the area last night, so I wanted to make sure none of them were infected by Creeping Rot.” 
 
    “I see.” The Monk looked around one more time, checking to see if anyone was nearby. The patients were gone, as was the line. It was an unspoken rule that there was a lunch break around this time in the city, so few people were out and about during the point when the sun was at its highest and hottest. 
 
    “You said you had suspicions last night, but our talk got put on hold thanks to the zombies. Want to talk now?” 
 
    “Yes, good idea,” Dora nodded.  
 
    “So, what was is it? And why is Ain not being around best for this discussion?” 
 
    “Amira, that dancer from last night, is one of General Shey’s hired swords.” 
 
    Had Enrai been drinking anything, he would have pulled off a perfect spit-take. As it was, the Monk coughed painfully and nearly fell off the stool he had chosen to sit down on. 
 
    “What?” he demanded. 
 
    “Yes. When I was healing the other workers at the lounge, I managed to hear some interesting things about the area, the clients, and the other people working there. Amira, though she’s a Saludan, is apparently a mercenary who came to Rahmal’Alram a day before the quarantine was issued. And, she came here with a rich Qwanese man and his son, along with another hired sword who carried a battle axe.” 
 
    “And the only Qwanese people in the city are General Shey and the heir to the Bo Clan,” Enrai said, a concerned look on his face. “That means Shey is already aware of us. Even if he picked up Amira after the kidnapping, she still would be suspicious of a Qwanese man working with a Grand Elf. She’s likely told him about meeting us at the restaurant, and so he’ll be ready for us when he comes.” 
 
    “Damn it!” the Monk swore, punching the ground and creating a hole in the dirt, “The first girl Ain takes a liking to and she turns out to be a killer hired by the person we’re both honor bound to kill. Typical! Like master, like pupil!” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Dora inquired, leaning in. 
 
    “It’s sort of an open secret in the Second Elfish Domain that Tein, Ain’s instructor in the art of being a Spellsword, is madly in love with one of the most wanted criminals of the country.” 
 
    “Really?” the Healer gasped. 
 
    “Yup. Mayavala Bittersong, or ‘Cruel Muse’ Maya. A Dire Elf like him, and an S-ranked threat. Wanted by the Domain for numerous counts of murder, treason, and creating acts of mayhem, she’s also a member of the infamous Shadowspell Alliance. Meaning she’s protected by some of the worst Dark mages around and not an easy target,” Enrai said sadly.  
 
    “Despite his strength, Tein cannot bring himself to hunting her down and killing her, because he remembers when she wasn’t a homicidal maniac and still loves her. And now we have his student, poor lovestruck Ain, falling for a mercenary who’d gladly chop his pointy-eared head off for her client. History loves repeating itself!” 
 
    Dora stared at Enrai, waiting for the Monk to shout ‘just kidding!’ and laugh it off. Well, he did laugh, but it was a mocking sort, and it was directed at Ain and his fortunes. Or lack of them. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yup,” Enrai said, popping the ‘p’ with a shake of his head. 
 
    The Healer leaned forward, intrigued despite her usual aversion to gossip. “So, is it a requirement for elves to fall in love with taboo?” 
 
    “Well, there are scandalous rumors about the Queen of the Domain hooking up with the youngest prince of Qwan,” Enrai said, stroking his chin in thought. “You may be on to something with that idea of yours.” 
 
    “I’m surrounded by the oddest people,” Dora grumbled. The Monk snickered. 
 
    Further mirth was put on hold when a guard rushed into the tent, a panicked look in his eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Is someone hurt?” Dora inquired as he entered. 
 
    “The incursion into the slums has been put on hold for the moment,” he said, nervously twirling his cudgel.  
 
    “Why? What’s happened?”  
 
    “Captain Vashir has been summoned to the Emir’s palace to answer charges of arson and unlawful destruction of property,” he said.  
 
    “And have I been summoned as well?” Enrai asked nervously. It had been his spell clashing with the captain’s that had triggered the inferno. 
 
    “No. Only the captain.” 
 
    “Are you here to ask me to vouch for him?” Dora asked, and the guard nodded eagerly. 
 
    “If it’s you telling the governor what happened, he’ll have to believe you!” he pointed out, and the half-orc grimaced. 
 
    “Fine, we need Captain Vashir, and we need the slums cleared out. Let’s go. Take us to the palace.” 
 
    “What about Ain?” Enrai asked, and Dora shrugged. 
 
    “Tell him he has a few extra hours with Amira. That should cheer him up.” 
 
    Enrai bit back a chuckle, and instead drew a sheet of pure white paper from within his clothes. He jotted down a few words onto it with a self-inking quill he had also pulled from a hidden compartment of his outfit. 
 
    After composing the note, Enrai picked it up. Red light filled his hand, which soon transferred onto the paper itself, creating an intricate, glowing pattern upon the surface. 
 
    The paper started to fold itself, and soon it took the form of a crane made of countless folds and creases.  
 
     “Deliver yourself to Ain,” the Monk commanded his paper construct, and it took off into the air, gliding through out the tent as Dora and the guard stared open-mouthed at it. 
 
    “What was that?” the Healer wondered, impressed. 
 
    “A paper talisman, designed to deliver itself to the person you wish it to go to,” Enrai explained, slipping the quill back into his clothes as he stood. 
 
    “Very popular in Qwan and the other nearby kingdoms. They don’t have very good range, though, so they’re mostly used to pass notes and letters between people inside a city’s limits.” 
 
    “Still, that seems extremely useful. Can’t understand why they haven’t caught on elsewhere in Erafore,” Dora said, rising from her seat as well. 
 
    “Dunno. I know the Domain uses them. Might be why they never caught on in Orria. What with all the hate for elves and the Domain,” Enrai mused as the two followed after the guard as they were led to the Emir’s palace near the center of the city. 
 
    As Dora and Enrai discussed magical tools and their socio-economic impact on society, they reached the fortified mansion that served as the seat of government in Rahmal’Alram.  
 
    The mansion was hidden behind a girding wall of whitewashed brick, with the only entrance being a wrought-iron gate leading into the front. Peeking above the wall and between the gate’s bars peeked tantalizing glimpses of golden roofs and white marble towers. 
 
    “Big,” the half-orc commented, unimpressed. She’d seen bigger. And more imposing.  
 
    Come to think of it, Annod Bol had really ruined her in a lot of ways. Before, she’d have been awed to see such an amazing edifice of shining gold and marble. Now, it was dull and lacking any sort of intimidation value. 
 
    Say what you want about the City of Slaves, you’ll lose whatever innocence you have left inside its walls. 
 
    “Eh, it’s alright. I mean, if you like gold and marble. I’m more of a jade and terracotta man myself,” Enrai claimed, also not really moved by the sight. 
 
    Stepping in through the gate, their attitudes changed quickly. 
 
    “Is that a pond filled with Alabaster Lotuses? A single bulb costs fifty gold each!” the Monk exclaimed, staring into a pool of crystal blue water in which ivory white flowers floated. 
 
    “Look, look! A Unicorn! An actual, honest to Cynthia Unicorn!” the Healer squealed, grabbing Enrai’s arm and pointing at the elegant horned horse that pranced past. 
 
    While the Emir’s home may have been less than inspiring, his garden certainly made up for it. Lush greenery was everywhere within the confines of the walls.  
 
    Blossoming trees with perfumed fruit, flowering topiary bushes shaped like mythical beasts, elegant ponds with miniature waterfalls, and of course, numerous rare and exotic animals cavorting and frolicking about. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s everyone’s first impression of the Emir’s garden,” the guard said with a snort as Dora and Enrai looked over the area with childish glee. The various servants tending to the place also had amused looks, mixed with a few prideful ones at having their work inspire such reactions. 
 
    Upon realizing they were being watched, the two quickly straightened up, coughing and trying to act like they hadn’t been going gaga over the scenery.  
 
    “Well, no reason to keep the Emir waiting,” Dora said, refusing to look at the guard. 
 
    “Technically, you’ll be meeting his son. The Emir is too sick to hold any sort of court,” the soldier reminded them. 
 
    “Ah. Yes. The idiot who let this place slowly choke itself to death,” Enrai muttered in disgust. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Mood sufficiently dampened, the group moved up to the front door, only to be stopped by a pair of men in ornate robes. 
 
    “No one is allowed in while court is in session,” the man on the left said as he barred them from entering the mansion. 
 
    “I have witnesses on behalf of Captain Vashir,” the guard escorting Dora and Enrai said, gripping his weapon a smidge tighter. 
 
    The two men spared a glance over the people he’d brought, before scoffing. 
 
    “A half-orc slave and a squinty? These are the best Vashir has to defend him?” 
 
    The men started to laugh before letting out a gurgle. They clawed at their throats before suddenly passing out. 
 
    Dora and the guard turned to stare at Enrai, who had a furious look in his eyes and a haze of mana around him that crackled before dissipating. 
 
    “I greatly dislike that slur,” he said in his defense as he stepped over the unconscious guards and roughly shoved the doors open. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I just choked them until they blacked out with the Air Block spell. They’ll be fine in an hour or so,” he said with a forcefully cheerful tone that didn’t fool anyone. 
 
    Dora stepped over the guard’s body’s and entered through the doors after Enrai. The soldier hesitated only for a minute before joining them. 
 
    After a few twists and turns and begging for directions from the servants, the group found their way to the room being used for Captain Vashir’s ‘trial.’ It was being held in the audience chamber instead of the actual court room, which didn’t bode well for the captain.  
 
    “It seems the fatty really wants Captain Vashir gone. By using the audience chamber he’s making this a show of his own authority, and not one of following the actual law,” the guard revealed. 
 
    “Can we save him without resorting to a coup?” Enrai asked, worriedly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” their escort said sadly, before pushing the doors to the chamber open.  
 
    The interior of the room was just as ostentatious as the rest of the manor, meaning there was way more gold and marble than Dora preferred. Silken tapestries hung from the walls, and several benches and tables had been dragged inside to make the audience chamber resemble a faux-court room. 
 
    “Why didn’t he just use the actual court room?” the guard sighed to himself as he looked around before giving a short, stiff bow towards the people within who now were looking over towards the trio. 
 
    Aside from Captain Vashir, who was wearing his armor and had the expression of a man forced to sit through the most boring thing imaginable, every other person was wearing fancy, rich clothes and were looking down their noses at the captain who was standing on a platform in front of them. That look of condensation drifted over to the newcomers as they entered.  
 
     “Wow, you were not kidding when you described the Emir’s son,” Dora whispered over to the guard as she stared in horrified fascination at the man on the throne at the end of the room. He nodded sadly. 
 
    He was round and obese. Morbidly so. In fact, he barely looked human with the amount of weight he had on, and the white make-up and not-loose-enough robes made him resemble an albino pig.  
 
    A woman in a white Healer’s robe was standing at his side, probably to make sure he didn’t die of a heart attack just by talking too loud. 
 
    “That’s the man in charge of the fate of this place?” Enrai asked. When their escort nodded, he grimaced. “We’re all doomed.” 
 
    “Who are these mongrels?” the fatty demanded. 
 
    “Witnesses to speak on behalf of Captain Vashir’s innocence,” the guard claimed. Enrai and Dora stepped up, the Healer two steps behind the Monk as per ‘tradition’ involving slaves following their masters.  
 
    “I am Enrai Gaosho of Qwan. And this is Dora, a Healer. We are here to see the good captain released so he can go about his duty,” the fist fighter stated, giving a stately bow. 
 
    The Emir’s son’s face became even uglier as he sneered down at the two of them 
 
    “And why exactly should I even listen to you?” 
 
    “I am here on a mission sanctioned by the governments of both the Second Elfish Domain and the Empire of Qwan. Captain Vashir is a vital part of making sure it succeeds,” Enrai claimed. 
 
    “And what can our good, arson-loving captain of the guard do for you that I cannot?” the pig-man demanded, affronted by the lack of groveling in his presence.  
 
    “We need his help clearing out the slums of Undead and catching the Necromancer, for one,” he pointed out. 
 
    “This again!” the piggy groaned, rolling his eyes as the audience tittered. “There is no Necromancer in Rahmal’Alram. This bout of Creeping Rot is merely an unfortunate result of the poor, pitiful conditions of the people in that particular part of the city. It will be cleared up in no time.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Dora said, speaking up. Shocked gasps ran through the finely dressed crowd as a slave of all things spoke in their presence. 
 
    “Control your slave!” the Emir’s son demanded.  
 
    “Shut up, you idiot, and listen to the girl,” Vashir snarled. “She’s a genuine Healer, unlike that coward you originally got from Commander Haga. She’s done more for the city in two days than that poor excuse of a person has in the two weeks they’ve been stationed here!” 
 
    “Vashir is correct, I am a Healer,” Dora said, interjecting before anyone else could speak. “And Creeping Rot normally only manifests in places with a thick amount of ambient Dark mana and preexisting Undead. Otherwise, it requires a person skilled in Dark magic to actually introduce the disease to the area. Like, say, a Necromancer.” 
 
    Dora pointed at the woman standing at the foot of the throne. “She should know this, being a Healer herself.” 
 
    Everyone turned to the woman, who merely laughed.  
 
    “A Necromancer? Here? How foolish. Creeping Rot is a magical disease, yes, but it can occur naturally.” 
 
    “Yes, and those places are regions awash with corpses and brimming with large amount of Dark magic,” Dora shot back. “I just finished saying that.” 
 
    “My lord, are you going to take the word of this half-orc slave over my own?” the Healer demanded, turning to the fat master of the city.  
 
    “He should, if he doesn’t want the Undead to start banging on his gate,” Enrai said. He turned to the captain. “They do know about how the zombies breeched the barricade last night, right?” 
 
    “The zombies got out due to his men’s incompetence,” the pig-man said disdainfully. “We all know what this really is; Vashir trying to gain the city’s support to overthrow me!” 
 
    “I don’t need to burn down the slums to get the people’s support, I already have it you fat moron!” the Captain of the Guard shouted back. “But if we don’t do something soon, the Undead will grow stronger, and they will attack again! The Necromancer is desperate, but we can get him if we act now!” 
 
    “So, you admit your treasonous goals!” the Emir’s son cried, pointing at him fearfully. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of sand and sun,” Vashir groaned, holding his face in his hands. 
 
    “He can’t really be this stupid, can he?” Dora pleaded under her breath, and Enrai shook his head sorrowfully.  
 
    “Not everyone can be as great a leader as Hero-King Gregor or Emperor Ro the First,” the Monk said sadly. 
 
    “Yeah, but surely…” Dora protested, but was cut off my Enrai placing a hand discreetly on her shoulder. Around them, the room was filling up with shouting. The two of them were pretty much being ignored. 
 
    “You’ve never been around nobility before, have you?” 
 
    “Once,” she admitted, recalling the events that led her to fleeing her home in Far Reach. “Maybe thrice if you count the two Tower Lords of Annod Bol I met.” 
 
    “Not sure if they count, but the comparison is a good one,” he said after a pause to consider it. “The problem is a lot of nobles are insecure and power hungry. The worst possible combination of traits for a leader to have. They see threats everywhere, and thus they try to keep everyone else away from any chances to improve their standing. Only a few truly great rulers exist anywhere on Erafore, and they are people who have come to grips with what nobility and being noble truly means.” 
 
    “How in the Hells have we not collapsed as a society?” Dora wondered in despair as the arguing took on a fever pitch, and people looked as if they were about to come to blows. 
 
    “I personally think it’s thanks to a handful of good, competent rulers that most kingdoms last more than a century,” Enrai mused. “But sometimes you have no choice but to clean the slate with a coup to make some governments improve.” 
 
    “Like now?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Enrai agreed with a sigh. “Gods, Ain is going to be annoyed if we have to overthrow the city’s leadership.” 
 
    “When is he not?” Dora said, poking fun of the stoic Grand Elf, and the Monk chuckled in amused agreement. 
 
    “Enough of this!” Vashir roared, his magically amplified voice silencing the squabbling.  
 
    “Your eminence, the longer we dally here discussing the outrageous claims of my so-called ‘treasonous inclinations,’ the more time we give to our enemies to prepare! Not to mention, how much longer will you sit behind Rahmal’Alram’s walls with the Sultan’s forced outside? How much longer until he decides that the plague must be contained, one way or another?” 
 
    He glared at the pig in human clothing, and the rolls of fat jiggled in fear under his gaze. “Make no mistake. If Commander Haga can see no other option, and no improvement in the situation, he will purge the city with fire. You know this. So why pull this farce? Our foes beat at our doors as we speak! Why can you not see that?!” 
 
    The gods and fate have a very strange sense of humor. Twisted, painful, downright cruel at times. But both deities and destiny also possess the crucial component of timing. 
 
    A full second hadn’t even passed since Vashir had finished lambasting the Emir’s son and the assembled nobles when a window in the chamber was shattered by a body flinging itself through the glass. 
 
    It landed hard on the marble tiles, shattering them under the impact. Chips of stone went flying and people screamed, covering their faces to protect themselves. When they looked back, terrified silence swallowed up the room. 
 
    The creature was red, as if it had been lathered in wet, crimson paint. Two black eyes glared out at the audience it had gathered, although one orb was on its forehead, the other on the back of its bald, grey head. Its limbs were long and gangly, and it had no mouth whatsoever. Despite that, it somehow managed to growl at the assembled people staring at it. 
 
    Flayed skin was being worn like a cape, and in the thing’s left hand a severed head was clutched. With a disdainful flick of its wrist, the being tossed the head it was holding towards the throne, and it skidded to a halt at the foot of the chair. 
 
    A high-pitched scream rent the air. Dora looked around, trying to spot the woman who had let out such a piercing, glassing rattling sound. To her surprise, the voice came from someone she hadn’t expected it to come from. 
 
    The Emir’s son who had let out the shriek was staring at the head, babbling with tears in his eyes. 
 
    “Father!” he cried, and the crowd erupted in panicked screams once more as the audience tried to flee. The monster that had broken in lunged towards the nobles, and swung its long, blade-like talons leisurely through the yellow-bellied blue bloods. Limbs went flying, and even more blood coated the grey-skinned monstrosity.  
 
    Vashir leapt into action, calling forth wind into his hands and sending blasts of wind at the homicidal beast. He had arrived without any weapons, but they had not bothered to remove his access to mana. Foolish, yet a blessing now that a battle was on. 
 
    Enrai joined in as well, but wisely stuck to his own Wind Element instead of summoning his fire. He also threw in a few punches at the creature, trying to separate it from the crowd. 
 
    Dora gathered Light into her hands, and started healing the wounded she could see. It was hard trying to direct the spells through a melee, but at least she was doing something, unlike the other Healer who had passed out at the sight of the severed head. 
 
    The half-orc’s eyes widened when one of her spells splashed against the creature when it stepped in front of one of the nobles she was firing healing magic at. Before she could react properly to that, she was forced back as the movement of the crowd now pushed up against her. Seeing as she was very nearly in front of the only exit to the room, she was dragged along by the tide. 
 
    The monster ignored all the attempts at stopping it, and once a significant portion of the city’s notables had left the room, it turned pitch black eyes onto the Emir’s son, who had been paralyzed by terror. Though given his father was now dead, that made him the new ruler. 
 
    Such revelations were far from the fat lord’s mind however. Only fear rested in his skull, and was joined by pants filled with various bodily excrements.  
 
    Like a cat toying with its prey, the monster sauntered over to the new Emir, lazily dragging its claws through the floor. It dodged a few spells and fists sent its way, but ultimately continued its march towards the throne. 
 
    “Stop!” Vashir howled. “Dance, and mow down all in my path! Smite, cleave, and harvest! Tempest Scythe!” 
 
    The crescent-shaped vortex of enchanted wind rushed forth, its passage adding several scour marks on the already damaged floor as the air around the spell grinded against its movement.  
 
    The creature raised a clawed hand to counter, but dodged at the last minute. Three pillars were mowed down, and a gaping slice was gouged out of the far wall. On the monster’s arm, a cut appeared. It hadn’t been able to avoid the entire attack. 
 
    It snarled. Vashir smirked, and Enrai gathered an enormous amount of pale red mana into his left hand. 
 
    “Gale Force Palm Strike!” the Monk shouted, thrusting his open palm at the blood smeared beast. A concussive blast of compact air shot out, and this time the creature dodged the attack fully, sidestepping the entire blow. Only to be sent staggering when the compacted orb of wind expanded rapidly as it passed by. 
 
    Now aware it could not ignore the two of them working together against it, the creature turned quickly to the freshly minted Emir and stabbed him through the chest. Then, its chest burst open, and a mouth appeared, and it hoisted the impaled noble up before stuffing as much as it could fit inside. It bit down, and tore off a forth of his entire body. 
 
    It then tossed the rest it had not managed to devour to the side and ran off, using its claws to pierce the wall and crawl up before exiting through another window, also breaking that one in its escape. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Dora shouted, rushing back into the room, massaging her right hand.  
 
    “Had to punch an idiot to get him to move out of my way,” Dora explained when Enrai shot her a concerned look. He still looked worried, but Vashir called out to the Healer before he could. 
 
    “Can you heal the Emir?!” 
 
    “I thought he was decapitated?” Dora shouted back, still rushing over to where the captain of the guard was. When the half-orc noticed the bloody, blubbery body the Saludan Wind mage was standing over, she paled. 
 
    “Oh Cynthia, what happened to him?” she gasped, running over. 
 
    “The creature had a mouth in its chest, and it took a bite out of him!” Vashir said, staring helplessly at the man as he bled out. There was too much damage to try and stop the bleeding without magic. His entire stomach had been ripped away, and entrails were spilling out. 
 
    “I-I can’t,” she whispered, bile rising in her throat even as she sank to her knees. 
 
    “What about that spell Reed gave you? Even if it’s only part of the full chant, shouldn’t it still help?” Enrai asked, hurrying over. 
 
    “E-even if I had the mana to pull it off, I’ve never tried to cast the spell before. Reading the instructions and saying the chant are just half of casting a spell, you know that!” she replied. 
 
    “Besides,” Dora said slowly. “Is it really so bad if someone like him dies?” 
 
    “How dare you!” Vashir shouted. 
 
    “He was going to have you executed for a petty power struggle!” Enrai snapped, stepping in to defend her. 
 
    “He is still the rightful lord of Rahmal’Alram!” 
 
    “He’s a stupid pig who nearly doomed the place!” 
 
    Dora just stared at the man on the floor as the other two argued above her. She reached out towards him, yet still hesitated to call up the power that might staunch the blood loss long enough to work with the other Healer to save him. 
 
    Drawn by a tug on her soul, she turned to look the dying lord in the eyes. Her breath hitched as she saw the light of his life within his orbs staring up at her, pleading and scared. 
 
    She watched his eyes water, but instead of tears, he cried blood, as she continued to hesitate on using the Restore spell on him. 
 
    She watched as the light left his eyes, and she felt a faint whisper on the very edge of her hearing as the man’s soul fled his mortal frame. 
 
    She watched as the blood continued to pool around her, soaking her robes red. 
 
    “He’s dead,” she whispered. Then, when the Captain of the Guard and the Monk didn’t hear her due to their argument, she said it louder. 
 
    “He’s dead!”  
 
    Dora’s shout echoed in the audience chamber, and rang like thunder in her ears. Shaking she looked down at her hands, still outstretched in a gesture to lay healing magic upon the body. 
 
    Despite the fact that they had not a drop of blood upon them, they seemed unfathomably dirty and stained all of a sudden. 
 
    A sob tried to escape, but she held it in with a violent force of will. The slave collar around her neck reacted, glowing softly, and she felt her body struggle against itself before becoming composed. The slave-binding magic cut off her emotions, and kept them from showing. 
 
    Yet they were still there. She was intimately aware of the sadness, fear, confusion, and self-loathing, but as if she was looking out at them from a distance. 
 
    She should be terrified by the fact that she no longer felt remorse. Or anything, as she stared at the corpse of the man she had killed. Not directly, the rational part of her mind chided. But still, she had hesitated. Her hate for a man she hadn’t even known for an hour had caused her to keep from healing him. Even just a second longer… could she have given the man even just another second of life had she acted? Enough to comfort him? To assure him his death would be painless? 
 
    Upon confirming that the new Emir was now dead, Vashir turned away and started shouting at the various servants to clean up the mess and prepare the bodies for burial, and at the nobles still milling around outside that without a clear line of succession, he was now in charge. 
 
    While that was happening, Enrai was busy staring at Dora, aware that something had just happened. 
 
    “Dora? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied, her voice completely bereft of tone or emotion. 
 
    His eyes narrowed, and he grabbed her arm and hoisted her to her feet. 
 
    “I need a room. A private one. Now,” he hissed at the captain, who gave a nod before returning to the dirty business of running a city. 
 
    The guard who had escorted them here popped up, looking relieved they were all unharmed. He then obeyed his captain’s orders to lead them to an out-of-the-way room where they could have some momentary privacy. The Monk dragged the blonde Healer all the way there, his grip securely fastened around her arm. 
 
     Once inside the tucked away guest room, Enrai rounded on Dora. 
 
    “Take it off! Take the collar off!” he shouted at her. The half-orc stared dumbly up at him, her face utterly blank. 
 
    “Do it! Take the damn thing off now before it does any more harm to you!” he commanded. Slowly, as if in a daze, Dora raised her hands to the back of her neck, and pressed her finger tips against the etched runes of the bronze collar. The runes lit up briefly, and with a ‘click!’ the collar snapped open. 
 
    Dora let out a gasp of pain and wobbled, almost falling if not for the Monk’s quick intercession. Enrai roughly tore the object from her neck and flung it into a corner of the room. It clanged loudly as it fell, but neither of the room’s occupants cared. 
 
    The Healer, freed from her own self-imposed magical suppression of emotions, was assaulted by the pent-up sorrow, terror, loathing, and guilt. Her mind went blank as she tried to process the wash of feelings. 
 
    She was sobbing, unable to hold back her tears. She turned bleary, bloodshot eyes up at Enrai and tried to speak to him, to plead with him, but she couldn’t get the words out as anything other than grief-wracked gibberish. 
 
    “It’s okay, my flower. It’s okay. Let it all out. It’s okay,” Enrai said soothingly, calmly petting her hair as he held the emotional half-orc close in his arms. 
 
    She only cried harder at the genuine care he was showing her. How long had it been since another person had held her gently and offered this much love and concern for her? 
 
    She couldn’t remember a time that wasn’t before her mother’s death and her flight from Far Reach into the Dreadlands. And that scared her. 
 
    Dora’s tears refused to stop, and she wailed even louder knowing that there was someone there for her. 
 
    She finally released three years of pent-up suffering. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Battle lines drawn in the sand 
 
      
 
    “I-I’m fine now,” Dora hiccupped after a half hour letting it all out. She wiped away the tears on her face vigorously, but the streaks they had left behind remained. 
 
    “You’re not fine,” Enrai protested, refusing to release his hold on her. 
 
    “It was the collar’s fault,” Dora claimed. “I wanted to hold in my emotions, and it reacted to that desire. I sealed myself.” 
 
    “And if we hadn’t gotten it off of you when we did, who knows how long you would have been trapped in that state? And all these tears! Can you imagine how much worse the explosion of repressed emotions had been if it had been a few hours, Hells, maybe even a few days later? You could have crippled your mind!” Enrai fussed over her. 
 
    “I know what I did wrong, and I won’t let it happen again,” she promised. 
 
    “You’re not going to wear that cursed artifact anymore!” he declared when he saw her looking over at where it had fallen. 
 
    “I have to! What will the nobles and people think when they see me without it? They won’t trust me, and I need their trust to finish the mission. Both of them!” Dora replied. 
 
    “Screw them all and forget what they think! You can’t wear the slave collar again! What if you think to yourself you want to run away, or you want to die?! The collar will obey!” he cried. 
 
    “Enrai, I have to do this,” she said firmly. 
 
    “You, you, stubborn woman!” the Monk uttered, exasperated. He threw his arms into the air in disbelief, letting the Healer squirm out of his grasp. She sidled away and picked up the bronze collar off the floor, checking it for any damages. 
 
    Still, as she held it, Dora couldn’t help but hesitate.  
 
    “Well? Put it on. I thought that’s what you wanted it for,” Enrai said mockingly. The half-orc didn’t take his words seriously though. She could hear the worry in his voice. Her heart fluttered a bit at his concern for her, but she stamped it down before it could rise any further. 
 
    “I know, I know. Here I go,” Dora said, taking a deep breath and slipping the collar back on. She snapped it shut, and felt the connection reestablish. However, she closed her eyes and examined the magic in the collar and how it reacted with her. 
 
    “If I tell myself to do something, the slave collar will force me to do it,” Dora announced.  
 
    “We know that already,” Enrai pointed out. “We literally just finished discussing that problem.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand; If I tell myself to do something, I will do it. Even if I’m not conscious of it. Like, say, ‘dodge any attacks that come at me,’ and the collar will force my body to do so. Even if I’m not aware of any threat coming my way, the collar, having accepted my order, will use my own body’s sense of danger to react in time, and move me away.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Enrai asked, incredulously.  
 
    “I think the collar can bring out my latent potential,” Dora mused, eyes still shut. “I once read a medical journal that talked about how sapient beings only use a small portion of their brain consciously. The rest is all unconscious reactions. Instincts, automated functions, and the like. I think I can tap into my subconscious and exert extreme control over my own actions while I wear this collar.” 
 
    “No experimentation on this matter until we’ve saved the heir and killed Shey and the Necromancer,” the Monk warned her. 
 
    “Got it,” she replied. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she gave Enrai a smile. “Thanks for worrying about me.” 
 
    “No problem,” he said with a cough, turning his head so he could avoid being subjected to the full force of her dazzling grin. 
 
    “Let’s go find Captain Vashir and see what the plan now is,” the fist fighter suggested. “Seeing what happened with that monster the Necromancer sent, I doubt the nobles can possibly deny him his wish to invade the slum and track the Dark mage down.”  
 
    “That wasn’t an Undead,” she said. Enrai froze, his hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “That creature that attacked us? It was not an Undead,” she repeated.  
 
    “I hit it with a healing spell by accident,” Dora explained as he turned to her. “It didn’t even flinch. So, it’s not an Undead construct.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. If it wasn’t a super zombie or something, why didn’t it bleed when Vashir cut its arm?” Enrai demanded.  
 
    “This is just me thinking and throwing out wild ideas, but it felt similar to the abominations that attacked the Yellowmoon Menagerie,” Dora claimed. She fidgeted nervously. “I think it was here for me.” 
 
    “Just great!” Enrai sighed. “We don’t just have to deal with a Necromancer or Shey and his mercenaries – one of which Ain has a crush on – we now have to handle a third party that want you for gods-know-what nefarious purposes!” 
 
    “We can’t let anyone except Ain know. Vashir can use this as a chance to rally the city against the Necromancer. Letting them know it wasn’t one of his creations will just complicate things.” 
 
    “No argument there,” Dora said with a rapid nod. 
 
    Enrai ran his hands over his face, groaning. “At least we won’t have to deal with all three of them at once.” 
 
    “You just jinxed it,” Dora said flatly, giving the Monk a frown. “Fate just heard you, and now the gods will twist and contrive everything so it happens like you said.” 
 
    “Yeah, I walked right into that one,” he said with a wince. 
 
    It might be superstition on their part, but the two of them were trained practitioners of magic. They knew intimately how powerful words could be. After all, spells were created via words, and they could reshape and bend the world with just a short chant.  
 
    And at a certain point, all mages – regardless of what type of magic they practiced – came to realize that yes, the world was listening, and yes, it would use their own words against them. 
 
    “You know, my mother used to say that accepting that the world is out to get you is the first step in becoming a competent Healer,” Dora mused as they walked out of the room. 
 
    “She sounds like a wise woman,” Enrai praised.  
 
    “She was. She really was,” the half-orc said softly. She spared the Monk a glance. 
 
    “Thanks for helping me.” 
 
    “No problem. Now, let’s go find the captain.” 
 
    . 
 
    “What a mess,” Captain Vashir griped to himself as Dora and Enrai stepped inside the room he had commandeered as his own while in charge. 
 
    He gestured to the stacks of paper that blanketed the desk he sat behind. “This is another reason why I didn’t want to stage a coup and take the city for my own. See all of this? Paperwork and busywork, all pertaining to the running and wellbeing of the city.” 
 
    “Running the City Guard is so much easier than running a city,” he complained. Now that he’d gotten it off his chest he focused on the two foreigners. 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “We wanted to know what your plans were for taking the fight to the Necromancer,” Enrai inquired. 
 
    “Thanks to his unprovoked attack here, and the murder of the Emir, his son, and five other influential people, I now have the surviving nobles’ blessing to wipe him off the face of Erafore,” he said with a weary smirk. It sank into a frown moments later. 
 
    “I cannot do it today, however. Too much upheaval. Tomorrow for certain, though. The problem is I won’t be able to lead the attack myself. I have to stay here, assuring the people everything is fine while doing all the backlog of work the Emir’s son let accumulate during the quarantine.” 
 
    “So, that’s why I want you two, and your elf friend, to help lead the charge,” Vashir requested, staring at them intently. “You won’t be commanding, but you’ll have a place at my second-in-command’s side. You’ll be like commandos, conducting surgical strikes on the Undead, pushing them back. What do you say?” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’d think we’d refuse,” Dora said with a wan smile. “This was what we wanted in the first place, after all.” 
 
    “Good. Very good,” Vashir said with a tired grin. “I won’t keep you, then. You may return to the city. And, if possible, do some more healing. We need the people to stay calm more than ever now.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dora said, nodding along with Enrai.  
 
    “Good luck with your work,” the Monk said as they walked out, led by the guard who’d brought them to the palace back out to the city proper. 
 
    Returning to the market fountain and the Healer’s tent, there was already a crowd of scared people demanding to be seen for a check-up. The thought that an Undead had managed to sneak into the palace and kill almost a dozen people in broad light terrified many, and the fear of having been contaminated by Creeping Rot was at a fever pitch. 
 
    Ain had returned at some point and was trying to direct the crowd with the help of other guards. His face lit up when he spotted Dora and Enrai and he frantically waved them over. 
 
    The Grand Elf’s actions did not go unnoticed by the crowd, and soon everyone was looking at the Healer as she made her return.  
 
    “Thank the gods you’re back,” the Spellsword said with a relieved expression after the Healer and Monk had walked through the crowd. “We nearly had a riot on our hands.” 
 
    “I gathered that,” Dora said grimly. “Tell the people to line up like usual, and I’ll start my healing on people with obvious wounds and ailments. I can’t waste time and mana on someone who thinks they got hurt or infected.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” Ain asked in a low voice to his friend. Enrai lowered his voice as well as he spoke.  
 
    “Well, it all started after you went off to the Sand Cat Lounge…” 
 
    As Enrai explained everything to Ain in the background, Dora kept up a poker face and continued to heal people. 
 
    As she treated some of the repeat patients, there was a noticeable change in her attitude that they sensed. There was an air of increased diligence and penitence, and a somber mood as she checked on the citizens. 
 
    Rumors about the assassination had already spread throughout Rahmal’Alram, as was their nature, and many had heard some version of the events at the palace. And quite a few of those tales included Dora, speaking of how she tried to save the Emir’s son from his fatal wound, only to fail and have an emotional break down.  
 
    “You’re a very brave and kind-hearted girl,” one woman said after Dora was finished treating her. 
 
    “I am?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Of course! Only someone with a kind and loving personality would cry over not being able to heal someone they didn’t know.” 
 
    “Is that how they see me? As a benevolent woman?” she asked one of the guards as she took a short break from work. The sun had risen and the heat had grown too intense to handle, so the people retreated to the shade for a bit, giving her some much-needed free time. 
 
    “Yes. Many have heard the story about what happened in the throne room.” 
 
    “But I didn’t even try!” Dora said, stressing the fact. “I didn’t! I let him die!” 
 
    “Dora, he was already dead. He just didn’t know it yet,” Enrai interjected, stepping over to her side when he heard her conversation. “People can’t survive having most of their body torn open, or a good portion of their intestine chomped on. Maybe you could have saved him if you’d tried ‘that spell,’ but I don’t think it would have helped much. Too much trauma. Too much damage.” 
 
    The blonde half-orc continued to look at them skeptically.  
 
    “Don’t fret, miss,” the guard assured her. “No use crying over spilt milk.” 
 
    “That is not exactly the best way to describe what happened,” Ain said drily. He then took pity on the Healer upon seeing her guilt and patted her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Have you ever killed anyone before?” 
 
    “No! Well, not directly,” Dora said, amending her statement as she thought back to the demonic cult she had accidentally destroyed back in Annod Bol. She hadn’t meant to cause the Rapture Dawn cultists to kill themselves! She’d just used the wrong poison! Wait, that came out wrong… 
 
    “Everyone handles their first kill differently. And there’s always a different reason for it. Do you want to know about the first person I killed?” Ain asked her. After a moment, she nodded. 
 
    “It was a bandit,” the elf said, thinking back to that time, a faraway look in his eyes. “No, not even that. Just a common thug. He was a fellow Spellsword candidate, and went around harassing people in the city of Swordglass, throwing his weight around just because he was a little bit better than everyone else at using a sword. Robbery, assault, all sorts of menial crimes. He came after me one day, when I was on my way back from training. And he died on my blade.” 
 
    “I didn’t even mean to kill him!” Ain said with a self-deprecating laugh. “All I wanted was to knock him out! My sword wasn’t real, it was a wooden training blade! And yet it slipped through his guard and hit his neck, snapping it instantly.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” Dora asked, engrossed in the tale. 
 
    “I froze up. Only when people came to investigate the sounds of battle did I shake off my fugue. I let myself be arrested, I gave my testimony to the guards, and then, when I got home, I cried.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, I hardly look the type to shed tears for any reason,” Ain said with a roll of his eyes when he saw the half-orc look at him in disbelief. “But it’s true! I’d killed a man by accident! The first life I ever took!”  
 
    “I refused to leave my home for a week,” the Grand Elf continued. “But master Tein came to me. Or rather, he kicked the door down and stormed inside, and slapped me around a bit for being a whiny baby.” 
 
    “After telling me I was a coward, he then explained to me that because I felt no joy in death, I would become a great warrior. Because, as he put it, only a person who knows the value of a life should have any business in taking it.” 
 
    “This event, Dora, is a painful one for you. I can tell. But I also know you will recover from it. You will endure. And when you finally do kill for the first time with your own hands, remember my master’s advice which I now give to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ain. I’ll try to remember,” Dora said, wiping a tear from her eyes. 
 
    “For someone who rarely shows emotions, you’re surprisingly emotional,” Enrai joked, easing the mood. Everyone laughed, and Dora felt some of the weight on her lift. 
 
    “Now that all the mushy stuff is out of the way, let’s discuss our plans for invading the slums,” the guard suggested. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for Vashir’s lieutenant before we start? I was under the impression we were working with him,” Dora pointed out. 
 
    The guard rubbed the back of his head. “Well, that’s me.” 
 
    “You?” she asked, surprised.  
 
    “Yeah. I kind of blend into the background and mostly get forgotten. Makes me great on a stakeout, though, and I’m more of a bureaucratic second-in-command, unlike the captain who actually goes out and does stuff,” the man said. Now that he mentioned it, he did have a thin presence. Dora peered closer, and detected subtle amounts of Dream Element wafting around the guard. 
 
    “I’m a minor attractor for the Magical Element of Dream,” he explained as he spotted the trio trying to observe him. “I’m decent with illusions, but mostly all that I use it for is going unnoticed.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, apologies for not noticing sooner,” the Healer said.  
 
    “No worries. By the way, the name’s Lieutenant Barsh. Let’s get along!” 
 
    They shook hands before getting down to the nitty-gritty. Planning an invasion doesn’t just happen, after all. 
 
    . 
 
    “Well? What did you find out?” Shey demanded from Amira as she sauntered back into their hideout late in the evening. 
 
    “Things are coming to a head,” she said mysteriously. When the Qwanese general failed to look impressed by her vagueness she snorted and flopped into a chair across from him. 
 
    “The Emir and his son were butchered in their own home today. Apparently, the Necromancer sent one of his constructs to do the job as a declaration of war.” 
 
    “That seems reckless. Now the guard will be after him with even more of a vengeance,” Shey muttered. 
 
    “They already were planning on hunting him down in the slums. He probably felt threatened,” Amira said. From another room a black-haired blur shot out and wrapped tiny arms around the dancer’s legs. 
 
    “Awww, I see you missed me! How cute!” Amira giggled as she reached out and stroked the head of the young hostage. 
 
    “Little brat. Most people would be honored by being taught how to hack off an opponent’s limbs while keeping them alive,” Bane the Butcher snarled as he stalked out of the room the Bo Clan heir had fled from. The boy quivered in fear as the scarred man walked past. 
 
    “Most people would find such a thing horrifying. Especially a ten-year-old!” Shey shouted at his blood-thirsty mercenary. 
 
     “I learned how to disembowel a man at age five,” Bane retorted, slumping down in his usual seat in the corner.  
 
    “There, there, the scary man won’t hurt you,” Amira cooed kindly as the kidnapped child whimpered. 
 
    “Hmph!” Bane snorted, glaring at the boy before turning his attention back to General Shey. “So, what is your plan? Going to use the opportunity to take out both the trio and the Necromancer at once?” 
 
    “You know me so well!” Shey laughed before getting out of his chair and approaching a fancy wooden chest. He popped the lid open and reached inside, fumbling around for a bit before extracting an acid green ceramic urn, its top sealed with a large cork covered in black wax with a few swirling runes carved on it. 
 
    “You’re going to use one of those?” Bane asked, surprised. 
 
    “I didn’t want to. But this is best chance I have to wipe out two birds with one stone.” Shey turned to the male mercenary and held out the container to him. 
 
    “Tomorrow, when the guards venture into the slums, you will release the Hundred Grudge Insect when they run into the Undead. Make sure the Healer and her two companions are in the line of fire. Then, retreat.” 
 
    “Hmm. Never fought one of these before. I’m curious to how well I’d stack up against them?” Bane wondered. 
 
    “NO! You will use it on them, not to sate your own foolish battle lust,” the Qwanese man scolded.  
 
    “Fine!” Bane muttered, rolling his eyes. He placed the precious, and dangerous, object next to him. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a Hundred Grudge Insect before,” Amira mentioned. She noticed how the Bo Clan’s heir was shivering whenever it was spoken of, and grew curious. “What sort of monster is it?” 
 
    “An artificial one,” Shey said with a hint of pride in his voice. “It is created from a bloody and vile Qwanese ritual, one that involves taking one hundred insects, placing a single drop of blood on each of them, and then sealing them in a jar.” 
 
    “The next step, and the trickiest part, is carving special runes of madness into the top of the container so that it influences the insects within,” the shamed general explained with a cruel grin, “and keeping them trapped for a year. All the while, the insects tear each other apart under their magical influence, eating and killing each other until only one is left. Forced to stew in Dark magic born from their own actions, the final insect is saturated with miasma, engorged with it, and mutated by it. What remains is an artificially-created monster, one brimming with deadly venom, an insatiable appetite for flesh and blood, and a hatred of anything even remotely related to those who created it.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to use this creature as a berserker to wipe out both Undead and mortal forces?” Amira asked, impressed. “How strong how is one of these Hundred Grudge Insects?” 
 
    “They’re classified as an A-rank threat, thanks to their poison, enhanced regeneration, and ceaseless fighting spirit,” Shey said. “It cost me a pretty penny to obtain. Creating them is a capital offense in Qwan, and those who do make them are to be executed on sight.” 
 
    “It seems I’ll have to visit Qwan again and find one. I really want to fight one now!” Bane cackled. Everyone shivered at the euphoric tone in his voice.  
 
    “Well, try not to go overboard tomorrow. After all, you cannot join in the fighting, no matter how much you may want to,” Shey pointed out to his employee, who scowled as if he had been denied receiving any Winterfest presents for the year. 
 
    “How cruel,” he lamented. His expression changed to one of anticipation. “Still, at least I now have a chance to see how Scarrot’s pet Healer handles herself in a combat situation. Should be fun.” 
 
    Bane snickered, thoughts filled with violence. Everyone else in the room wisely stayed out of reach. 
 
    . 
 
    It hunkered down on a roof, patiently watching. Soon, its target would come, and then its mission would be fulfilled. It would observe the child, and see if she was as impressive as his master feared.  
 
    After slaughtering the Emir and that pig of a son, it had worried the Healer would recognize he was not an Undead construct after it had been struck with a wayward healing spell, and try to hunt it down without confronting the Necromancer. But no, she was going along with a cover story. It could not fathom why, but chose instead to go with the flow for now. 
 
    A creaking sound caused the grey-skinned abomination to growl in annoyance. It shifted slightly, redistributing its weight so it wouldn’t break the roof it had chosen to hide on. Being made of lead had its perks, but being so heavy even a structurally sound building was hard pressed to hold it up was not one of them.  
 
    And it had quite enough of lurking in alleys, thank you very much! What streets and dingy hovels weren’t taken over by the Undead were infested by the poor and downtrodden who still lived. Filthy places to dwell, even worse to hide for long periods of time. 
 
    Hopefully its mission would be done soon, and its master would let it return to nothingness once more. Being alive and self-aware was not pleasant for a formerly inanimate lump of material. It wanted to embrace the Void and cease to exist. 
 
    Hopefully this child would let it achieve its dream. 
 
    . 
 
    They were coming for him! Coming for him! He would not let them, though! He would have their heads! 
 
    “Are you ready, my pet?” he whispered into the darkness of his base, and a noisome gurgle was his reply.  
 
    The Necromancer grinned, his joy a sick and twisted sort.  
 
    They would come for him, and they would die! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Light and Dark collide 
 
      
 
    The next day started much like the previous one. Hot and too sunny. But, unlike the last day, she had not had to do more than a few emergency healings on the citizens. It was vital she save her mana for the real confrontation. In exchange, the Healer who had been at the Emir’s son’s side was doing Dora’s job of tending to the everyday aches and pains of the people. 
 
    Dora stood with Ain and Enrai flanking her, her arms folded as she stared at the barricade that soon would be torn down. All around her were men, armed and armored for a battle against the Undead. They carried crushing weapons, clubs and truncheons as well as warhammers and maces. Piercing and slicing weapons would not deal much damage to creatures that did not feel pain and did not have the traditional weaknesses of flesh. 
 
    The City Guard was out in force, only a token amount still left behind to guard the city proper. The guard was boosted by several soldiers from the Emir’s personal protection detail. Without an Emir to guard, though, they were ordered by Vashir to hunt down the Undead to remove the shame of letting their charge perish on their watch. 
 
    “Palace guard, you’re going into the breach first!” Vashir’s second-in-command shouted. “Secure the entrance to the slums!”  
 
    “1st Guard Watch, follow the palace guard and escort any residents still trapped within! Only use lethal force if they try to kill you first! And if you cannot tell if they are Undead, bop them over the head first, ask questions later!” 
 
    “2nd Guard Watch, once the first group is through the barricade, go south and secure the walls! We cannot let any of the Undead escape the city that way! 3rd Guard Watch, head to the Cesspool! The Undead seem to be gathering there for some reason! 4th Guard Watch, maintain the perimeter! Do not allow a single person to leave, be they human or Undead! Unless they’re checked by the Healer that they’re not carrying the Creeping Rot, they must be contained while we hunt down the Necromancer!” 
 
    “And remember, stay in pairs or groups of three! No one is to go off alone! And if I find out anyone was stupid enough to do so, then they get the honor of being in charge of disposal detail! And a dressing down by Captain Vashir himself!” 
 
    That threat caused shivers to crawl down the spines of all the Saludan’s gathered and there was a round of nods to confirm the lieutenant’s words. He smirked at that, before turning to Dora and her group. 
 
    “We know there is a large concentration of Undead between the tannery and the waste disposal facility, so we assume the Necromancer will be nearby, in order to direct his minions more easily. Would you mind joining the 3rd Guard Watch when they begin their assault?” 
 
    “No problem,” the half-orc assured him. “I want this wrapped up as soon as you do. And what better way than taking down the mastermind behind all of this?” 
 
    Dora then held out a handful of pink and baby blue pills to everyone. 
 
    “Potion Pills?” the lieutenant questions as he picked one up.  
 
    “Yes. You, Enrai, and Ain should each take a Minor Healing Pill and Minor Mana Replenishment Pill. Just in case. Be careful, though. They only speed up the body’s natural rate of healing and mana production. They won’t fix deep wounds or severe depletion.” 
 
    “A wise precaution,” Ain praised, pocketing his two medical supplements. Enrai took his with a grateful smile and nod.  
 
    “Many thanks, my lady,” the lieutenant said gratefully as he accepted his portion. “And, in regards to your other problem, some of our more discreet agents are keeping an eye on the hotel where the Qwanese man and his son are staying. If they make any attempt to leave, the agents will know and inform the captain. However, given that one of the mercenaries your target hired was none other than Bane the Butcher himself, they will only engage if they have no choice.” 
 
    “That is understandable, and any help is greatly appreciated,” Enrai replied, Ain nodding stiffly. 
 
    The lieutenant returned the Spellsword’s nod and raised a mace into the air, facing his fellow Saludans. 
 
    “Charge! Free the city from death’s grip!” 
 
    With a roar, the miniature army surged forward. The barricade was dismantled in moments, the pieces taken apart and shoved aside, leaving a straight shot into the heart of the slums. 
 
    Swept up by the mood, and their blood boiled by the hot noon sun, the guards darted inside and went about their assigned tasks. To differentiate between the different groups, each faction had a colored band wrapped around their left arm, and around their weapon. With the amount of different colors spilling into the drab district, it looked like a rainbow had invaded the slums. 
 
    Dora, Ain, and Enrai rushed inside as well, following the 3rd Guard Watch, eyes on their fluttering green ribbons. However, due to Dora’s lack of speed and stamina, Ain and Enrai hung back, while the rest of the soldiers ran ahead. Soon, the sounds of fighting drifted back towards them. 
 
    “I feel nervous. I can taste the tension and expectations,” Dora admitted as she jogged behind the main force. 
 
    “I agree, there is an almost festive air as they go about smashing zombies,” Enrai chuckled. A meaty ‘thwak!’ echoed out from a nearby street as a truncheon caved in the skull of a moaning Undead.  
 
    “I don’t sense that many Undead in the area. They must be clustered together up ahead,” Ain warned. “That’s going to make fighting them tougher.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make it easier?” Enrai asked, confused.  
 
    “Maybe when fighting living opponents, being jammed together would be hard to deal with. But Undead use their superior numbers to just swarm and squash their foes,” Dora explained. 
 
    “Indeed. You have to remember these things don’t think or act like the people they used to be. Come to think of it, this will be the first time you’ve fought Undead, right, Enrai?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true. What about you, Dora? Ever fought an Undead?” 
 
    “No, I just have book smarts. My mother taught me everything about being a Healer, including handling Undead. This will be my first time,” the Healer said. She sent a green glow into a cluster of guards who’d been scratched up by a particularly vicious party of zombies. 
 
    “Careful, the rotten bastards are starting to group up,” one of the healed guards warned as the trio approached.  
 
    “How bad is it?” Dora asked worriedly. 
 
    “So far, not too terrible, but their numbers are increasing, and more of those augmented zombies are cropping up. At least one for every three regular zombies.” 
 
    “This Necromancer is getting on my nerves,” Dora griped. “Alright, we’ll be careful.” 
 
    He saluted and hurried off with his group. As they left, Dora turned back to her two companions who were arguing about where to go next. 
 
    “If we go left, we can ambush the zombies from behind.” 
 
    “That’s fine and all, Enrai, but then we’d be three against who-knows how many zombies. Sure, it’d be a pincer attack, but that’s not going to cut it against Undead. Dividing our forces is reckless. We need to group up with the main guard forces and help pushing in towards the Cesspool. So, we need to take the street on the right.” 
 
     “There’s another way where we can support the 3rd Guard Watch,” Dora spoke up. When they turned to her, she pointed at the roofs. 
 
    “If we travel via the roofs, we can see the battlefield more easily. And that way, we can support the guards wherever they need the backup. Plus, zombies are not very good at climbing. We’d see – and hear- them coming beforehand as well.” 
 
    “Not a bad plan,” Enrai agreed.  
 
    “Agreed. Enrai, you can have the honors.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ain,” the Monk said with a grin, before turning to Dora with a florish and a bow. 
 
    “My flower, please pardon me.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” the Healer asked, confused. She saw the eager, teasing grin on the Qwanese fist fighter’s face. He took a step forward, stretching his arms out. 
 
    She blinked, then her face drained of blood. “Wait, no, no!”  
 
    Her protests were too late. Enrai swooped in, picking Dora up in a princess style carry, before pouring Wind magic into his feet and leaping a dozen feet into the air before landing on the roof of a nearby house. A second later Ain joined them, landing calmly. 
 
    “Hold on tight!” Enrai exclaimed, his teasing smile widening at her panicked face. With a shriek Dora and Enrai went flying, the latter holding her close as they jumped from rooftop to rooftop. 
 
    The group ran through the slums like this for only two minutes, but they covered most of the distance they needed to go. Had they stuck to the street level, at least ten minutes would have been required to navigate the dense alleyways and side streets necessary to get to the main force. 
 
    They landed on a roof very close to the Cesspool, and the rest of the 3rd Guard Watch. In fact, over the side of the flat rooftop the guards could be seen crashing against a mass of rotting corpses that still walked.  
 
    The fight was in a stalemate, neither side able to get an advantage. The zombies had numbers, and a few had weapons grafted onto them, but the guards were better armed, armored, and trained, despite being fewer in number.  
 
    After confirming that the guards were not about to be overrun, Dora let out a sigh of relief before remembering the position she was in and started to wiggle about in an attempt to free herself from Enrai’s grasp. 
 
    “Jerk!” she cried, smacking him in the chest when he finally stopped and let her go. He said nothing, only positioning himself in front of her protectively. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dora demanded, raising an eyebrow as he straightened up stiffly, eyes locked off towards the distance. Growing concerned when she spotted Ain acting the same out of the corner of her eyes, she turned to see what they were looking at… 
 
    …And came face to face with a man wearing a perplexed expression while he held an acid green ceramic urn sealed with rune inscribed black wax on the roof right across from them. 
 
    On closer inspection, the man was in fact a half-elf, his sharp, narrow face rounder and less angular than Ain, who was a pureblooded elf. It had been hard to tell due to his ears being little more than ragged, torn nubs of flesh on the side of his head. 
 
    He was bald, like Enrai, but had no tattoos, and wore a black skullcap. The half-elf wore a dark brown hooded cloak, identical to the countless others designed and sold for travel all across Erafore. Dark leather armor, under which the gleam of chainmail could be glimpsed, covered his body. 
 
    On his back a battle axe hung, his hands full of the container. But even from a distance Dora could feel the evil on it. Cruelty and bloodshed were intertwined in the dark red metal that made up the axe head.  
 
    “Bane!” Ain hissed, glaring at the half-elf with intense rage in his eyes. 
 
    “Do I know you?” the mercenary asked with a tilt of his head. The Spellsword snarled and reached for his saber, but Enrai stopped him, grabbing his arm before he could unsheathe his blade fully. 
 
    “Wait, Ain! That item he has is…!” 
 
    “Who cares? He dies now!” 
 
    Ain shrugged off his friend’s hand and released his saber. At the same time, a ripple of electricity sparked around his body, his mana agitated by his fury. Said electricity thickened and turned into a howling bolt of lightning that snapped forth and tried to strike Bane the Butcher. 
 
    He leapt aside, casually letting the urn he was carrying drop from his hands as he reached for his own weapon to counter with. 
 
    Enrai cried out and lunged for the object before it could hit the ground, but he was too far, and not fast enough. The ceramic container cracked and shattered, spilling noisome black ichor everywhere on the rooftop. 
 
    Inside the black slime, a tiny, bloated creature squirmed. Fresh air. Sunlight. And the stench of prey. 
 
    Agitated by its freedom, and spurred by the curses that infested its form, the creature’s movements became even more erratic and violent, and at the same time it’s body grew rapidly. 
 
    “No!” Enrai cried in shock as he saw the monster expanding in size, before redirecting his charge back toward Dora. He scooped her up and ran towards another rooftop while Ain pursued the half-elf who was running away. 
 
    “What is that thing?!” Dora cried, staring over Enrai’s shoulder at the enormous insect that had spawned from the contents of the urn. 
 
    It had the body of a centipede, but elongated and engorged with larger, spikier chitinous plates. The head it possessed had four mandibles leading to a maw dripping with pale purple ooze that smoked as it hit the air. Eight spider-like eyes gazed out over the place into which it had been reborn, taking in everything with a calculating gleam. Six fly-like wings on its back began to buzz noisily, and it started to undulate through the air with a drunken gait towards the large mass of prey below it.  
 
    “A Hundred Grudge Insect! To think Shey would stoop so low as to use one of those!” the Monk growled without looking back. 
 
    “Wait, we have to return to the soldiers! Where are you going?” she then demanded when she noticed they were headed away from the 3rd Guard Watch forces. 
 
    He landed on a roof and shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t risk having you get too close to that thing! I need you to stay here,” Enrai instructed her. 
 
    “But I have to help them! My healing magic…” 
 
    “Won’t matter against a Hundred Grudge Insect,” the Monk said firmly. “Wait here. I will cut it down, and once the area is safe I will come get you.” 
 
    He then roof-hopped away before she could retort, and the blonde settled for scowling angrily at his back. 
 
    “Stupid chivalrous fool,” Dora grumbled as she looked around for a way down. “I need to be there. My Light Element is the only thing that can turn the tide!” 
 
    She spotted a hatch that likely led to the house below. She unslung her crossbow and checked her equipment. Several dozen crossbow bolts? Check. Potions? Secured in the Potion Belt. Hand-sized, cast-iron idol of Naliot, the patron deity of slavery? In a pocket on her robes. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Dora uttered as she lifted the hatch and dropped down into darkness. 
 
    . 
 
    “Get back here!” Ain shouted at Bane. The half-elf ignored him, content to run away. 
 
    Growling at the slight, he raised his saber and hurled a jagged bolt of lightning at the mercenary. 
 
    Bane spun around and sliced the lightning bolt with his axe, the blood red metal glowing as it carved through the spell and scattered it away from its owner. 
 
    “You’re not the one I’m interested in,” he said dismissively, waving his hand in a shooing motion towards the Grand Elf. “Go back to your friends and deal with opponents you can actually handle.” 
 
    “You dare mock me?! Grand Bolt Barrage!”  
 
    Half a dozen bolts of golden lightning manifested around Ain and fired off faster than an arrow towards the half-elf. Yet Bane dodged each one, allowing them to crash onto the roof, tearing it asunder. He then fled through the smoke and dust the explosions had caused. 
 
    “You think I’ll let you leave so easily?!” Ain snarled as he leapt through the dust after him. 
 
    “Honestly, why bother chasing me? Don’t you have anything better to do? Like, say, hunt down a Necromancer?” Bane asked lazily as he dodged a swipe of the Spellsword’s blade. 
 
    “Killing you for bringing shame to my master is far more important than some corpse grubbing mage!” Ain replied. “Lightning Arrow!” 
 
    The simplest offensive spell on Erafore, Magic Arrow. A mere lump of mana, shaped into an arrowhead by the will of the caster and fired off with only about half the speed, distance, and force of an actual arrow. But it was so easy to cast that even the average human farmer could learn to use it, and fire off about four or five a day.  
 
    Because it was so basic, it could be infused with an Elemental Affinity, charged and changed into a deadlier spell that carried greater destructive power. Lightning Arrow, for instance, was faster than a regular Magic Arrow, and if it didn’t kill, then it would stun the target as the lightning coursed through the foe. It consumed more mana to cast, but was still manageable. A simple spell any mage could use.  
 
    This time, the spell was cast by a trained elfin Spellsword, and over three dozen flickering bolts of magical lightning appeared around Ain. They hovered in the air for a moment before firing off after Bane one after the other, trying to strike the half-elf or catch him off-guard. 
 
     A grimace crossed his face and the scarred mercenary glared at the oncoming spells. Dozens of purplish-green magical darts flared to life around him without a word. And there were more of his than of the Spellsword’s. One after the other the wordlessly conjured bolts of energy shot off and intercepted Ain’s. 
 
    Then he was the one forced onto the defensive when several of Bane’s spells shot forward. The Grand Elf avoided them, but instead of exploding when they struck the stone and mud roofs, they hissed and spat and sizzled before melting holes. 
 
    “Acid Arrows,” Bane taunted, naming his spell after he had cast them. 
 
    “By the way, you mentioned your master, correct? So, you really are Tein’s disciple, come to avenge his shame.” 
 
    “Of course. I am Ain Fadecloud, personal student of Tein Huntersteel! And I will end you!” Ain declared as he settled into a stance, his legs bowed while he held the saber in both hands in front of his face. Sparks of lightning danced around him, becoming a golden cloak of electricity that would attack anyone who got too close. 
 
    Bane the Butcher sighed and adjusted his own weapon, but chose to rest it over his shoulder instead of getting into a fighting stance of his own. 
 
    “I don’t care. And brat? Let me level with you.” The half-elf rolled his neck, cracking it before shooting the full-blooded elf a glare. “If your own master couldn’t defeat me, what makes you think a greenhorn like yourself as any chance?” 
 
    A rush of killing intent poured out of him, causing Ain to stagger. That opening was all Bane needed, and he lunged, swinging his blade down in a vicious overhead blow. Ain slashed with his weapon in an attempt to counter, and they collided.  
 
    A shockwave of energy erupted forth from the point of impact, scouring deep rents in the roof around them, and a cruel grin slithered across Bane’s face when he saw Ain’s legs wobbled but held firm. 
 
    Maybe this would be a fun battle after all! 
 
    . 
 
    Multiple scenarios flittered through Enrai’s head as he ran back to where the Hundred Grudge Insect was. How to slay it, how to reduce causalities.  
 
    He was young and often acted silly, but he was without a doubt talented. After all, it takes more than just brawn and a good sense for fighting to rise so quickly in the rank of the Four Schools of Qwan.  
 
    Now, all of his skill was being channeled into taking down the A-ranked threat before it laid waste to the entirety of the slums.  
 
    Before him, he could see it diving into the mass of Undead and city guard and tearing apart anything it could reach, heedless of whether they were alive or dead. Screams rent the air as the creature fed and slaughtered its unsuspecting prey. 
 
    “Fire Strike!” the Monk shouted, punching a fireball at the centipede-like monster. The flames were weak, however, and splashed uselessly across his chiton. It did manage to draw its attention, though. 
 
    “What is with the insectoid monsters in the Dreadlands being immune to fire?” Enrai griped as he gathered wind in his other hand for another attack. 
 
    “Air Strike!” The wind blast didn’t do anything to the abomination, and it rose, writhing into the sky to face this annoying pest who kept it from its meal. 
 
    Enrai spared a glance towards the guards below. The attack from the Hundred Grudge Insect had hurt both sides, but unlike mortals, zombies possessed no concept of fear. So, when the humans had reacted with shock and confusion to the divebombing, the Undead did not, and pressed forward. 
 
    The human bulwark crumbled, and they began to retreat. 
 
    “Gonna have to finish this up quick,” he moaned, seeing the zombies start to chase after the Saludans. He then ducked, narrowly avoiding having his head ripped off as the Hundred Grudge Insect passed over head. 
 
    He suddenly felt woozy, and belatedly recalled the purplish haze that had surrounded its body. Poisonous vapor! 
 
    “Be reborn from cinders and soot! Arise, purified! No taint shall cling to the form that reflects the burning skies! Flesh of the Phoenix!” Enrai shouted. He channeled mana into his body, and promptly set himself on fire. 
 
    He sighed in relief as the magical flames purged his body of the poison he had inhaled when the beast had passed over. He then clenched his fists and prepared for another attacked from the Hundred Grudge Insect. The Monk did not have to wait long. 
 
    Chittering angrily, the artificial monster rushed at Enrai, spitting of blob of acid as it did so. He dodged, and the purplish gunk quickly melted through the spot where he had been standing. The bald Monk retaliated by taking the fire that was currently wrapped around him, and gathered it in his palms. 
 
    “Cradled by man, crafted by the soul! Even an ember can become an inferno! Blazing Orb!”  
 
    The fire, held in his hands, compressed itself into a smooth bubble-like form. He then hurled it at the Hundred Grudge Insect, and this time, when the fire exploded over its face, the monster cried out in agony as it was seared and burnt. 
 
    But before his eyes the burned flesh knit itself back together and regenerated, becoming as if it hadn’t suffered a single scorch mark. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll have to try harder to bring you down,” Enrai declared. The Hundred Grudge Insect screeched in response and hurtled forward, mandibles clacking.  
 
    Enrai stepped to the side and the monster slammed into the roof and tore it apart, sending chips of stone flying. He held his breath as more of the purple haze filled the air and stepped backwards quickly.  
 
    As he fled he gathered mana and wind in his right hand. “Vacuum Palm!”  
 
    The attack was a two-parter, with a shockwave of air slamming into the beast’s side followed up by a ripping suction force created by the blow dissipating in a rush. One of the Hundred Grudge Insect’s legs was torn off, dark ichor spewing from the wound. It quickly healed, however to Enrai’s surprise the leg that was lost did not regrow. 
 
    “So, the fearsome Hundred Grudge Insect does have a weakness,” the Monk muttered, a hint of glee managing to creep into his voice. 
 
    Fire sprang to life around his hands, however the flames twisted and sharpened, becoming blades of heat. Then, the crackling flames turned from reddish-orange to searing white.  
 
    “Talons of the Phoenix,” Enrai declared before taking a deep breath, and jumped at the monster, carving a wing off as well as another leg in a single strike. He then jammed his hands into the monster’s back, holding on. 
 
    The abominable creation split the air with a scream, and it thrashed about, trying to dislodge the pest that had attached itself. Enrai refused to let go, and continued to stab and strike at the chiton, melting through the black armor as if it were butter. 
 
    The purplish murk that clouded the Hundred Grudge Insect grew thicker, and Enrai doubted he could hold his breath for much longer. Worse, his eyes were watering and his skin was itching painfully. The poisonous gas was seeping into him regardless. 
 
    He jabbed both his hands deep into the exoskeleton and poured all of the white-hot fury he’d wrapped around his fists into the monster’s body. 
 
    The Hundred Grudge Insect came apart in the middle in a welter of boiling ichor, steaming gore, and spurts of purest white flames. The Hundred Grudge Insect writhed in agony, letting loose an ear-rending screech of unfathomable pain and hate. 
 
    It’s two halves plunged down, the rear half falling wetly onto the pavement and splattering everywhere, while the upper half collapsed onto the roof. The damaged surfaced then caved in, and the beast dropped down with a shriek. 
 
    Enrai stood in the sky with two wings formed of Fire and Wind Element magic, panting heavily. He felt weak and his vision was wavering as if he’d had several hard drinks one after the other.  The poison had taken its toll. But a smile still found a place on his face. 
 
    “Take that, you ugly monster!” he crowed. 
 
    His victorious expression died a painful death as the house the Hundred Grudge Insect had fallen into exploded, and the monster he had split in half rose from the dust. It still had two wings left, and the devastating wound he’d inflicted was almost entirely healed. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of the Divine Family!” Enrai griped. “What does it take to kill you?!” 
 
    It roared in response, and prepared to attack the one who’d dared to deal such grievous harm to it. The Monk sighed wearily and readied himself for round two, heat flaring around him. 
 
    . 
 
    “Where in the Hells am I?” Dora grumbled, looking around in annoyance. She had slipped down from the roof into the building, but now was starting to regret it.  
 
    It was dark, the only light coming from the open roof-hatch and the cracks in the walls. The place Enrai had dropped her off on top of wasn’t even a home, but appeared to be an empty warehouse. The upper floor she currently was on was akin to an attic, and was filled with dust-covered boxes and items. She couldn’t tell for sure what they were, though. Some of them looked like heavy-duty hooks and chains, but the thick dust made it hard to tell.  
 
    “Dancing Light,” Dora muttered, and a glowing green orb appeared in her left hand, lighting up the room better. 
 
    “Oh, so they were chains,” she mumbled to herself as she finally got a good look at the items. The Healer looked around, trying to find a staircase. 
 
    ‘I need to get out of here. They need my help,’ she thought to herself as she wandered about, trying to spot a way out.  
 
    There it was! A staircase! She eagerly approached, but her nose twitched and she held back a sneeze. 
 
    “So much dust,” she complained, wiping her nose on the back of her sleeve. But she paused, and took a tentative sniff. 
 
    “Blood? And rot…” Dora whispered to herself. The scents had tickled her nose as she’d drawn closer to the staircase. Her eyes narrowed and she glared at the exit. 
 
    “Zombies,” she hissed. Blood and rotten meat, the two scents iconic to that particular breed of Undead. And there was a thick smell coming from the downstairs area. 
 
    The dust had masked it well, but her nose was that of an orc’s. It couldn’t hide from her! 
 
    With a mental command, her Dancing Light orb dimmed. This way, the bright glow and longer shadows would not attract undue attention while still letting her see. 
 
    Dora then clutched her crossbow closer and silently wished she had another weapon. Even a knife wouldn’t be bad! Still, her Light Element magic would be enough to deal with any Undead she came across. But if she ran out of mana… 
 
    She shook her head, dismissing the thought. She had plenty of magical power to spare. Unless there were a hundred zombies waiting for her below, she felt confident regarding her odds.  
 
    Contrary to the horror stories she knew, the steps did not creak at all as she descended. They were big, sturdy, and made of stone slabs. Hardly creaky material. Yet that lack of noise drew all of her attention to the things that were making a commotion. Shuffling, thudding, and groaning. All of which emanated from below. 
 
    Upon reach the landing, she was confronted with a door. Wood, and blocking her path. Clearly, whoever had previously owned the warehouse had wanted the attic to be off-limits. Dora muttered a tiny prayer to Naliot, and tried the door handle. It was unlocked, and this time there was a creaking sound as she pushed it open slightly, the old, rusty hinges abusing her ears and causing her heart to thump wildly, fearful of being detected.  
 
    When no hideous creature popped out at her for disturbing the peace, Dora continued to open the door. Beyond was a wide-open space, lit by greasy torches, only instead of a crate filled warehouse like she’d expected, the interior looked fit to be a butcher’s shop. 
 
    Great slabs of meat hung from hooks dangling from the ceiling. Arms, legs, and entire bodies were impaled and suspended. Tables and cutting boards had been set up here and there, samples of the flesh waiting upon them, with knives of all shapes and sizes littering the surface. Blood soaked the floors, the walls, and every conceivable surface. Quite a bit was dry, but there were congealing lumps of gore scattered here and there. 
 
    Much of the meat looked rotten. And most of it was human. 
 
    Dora covered her mouth with one hand, holding back vomit from the sight. There was no smell, thank the gods, but that was only because she could detect several scent suppressing barriers around the interior of the building.  
 
    She quickly doused the Dancing Light orb at her shoulder as a shadow lumbered over towards the door. She remained rooted to the spot, trying not to breath heavily. 
 
    In front of the partially opened door a hulking brute of a zombie wandered past. It was close enough Dora could see the stiches that crisscrossed its body, and the rusty cleavers that it had instead of hands glinted wickedly in the torch-light.  
 
    An augmented zombie! Before Dora’s horrified gaze the brutish creation approached the corpses hanging from the ceiling like obscene fruit and proceeded to carved off the flesh, taking an arm here, or a leg there, until it had an entire body’s worth of parts. 
 
    It then staggered over to a nearby table and lay the remains out. From the shadows of the dangling hunks of meat another augmented zombie appeared, though unlike the other one, this Undead was skinny, and had an extra pair of arms grafted onto it. This new zombie than set to work on the chopped-up pieces that had been brought to it, and with deft hands completely out of place on a reanimated corpse, sliced, sewed, and worked on creating a brand new body from the spare parts it had been given. 
 
    In just a few minutes a new body lay before her, presided over by the two altered Undead.  
 
    Dora swallowed fear and bile. Curse her luck, and curse Enrai for leaving her here! She was inside the Necromancer’s hideout! 
 
    The new addition that lay on the operating table suddenly twitched, and it took all of Dora’s willpower not to scream as it rose, pale purple light glowing in its dead eyes. Without a word, the mismatched zombie then staggered off, disappearing into the depths of the warehouse. 
 
    As the other zombies faded into the shadows and vanished from her sight, Dora let out the breath she’d been holding in. 
 
    ‘No need to panic,’ the Healer thought to herself. ‘I have Light magic. I have a crossbow. The Undead won’t stand a chance.’ 
 
    But if the Necromancer himself was here, then that could be a problem. She did not know what spells he knew, or how much magic he actually could wield. Though based on how the augmented zombie that had been assembled right in front of her eyes had risen almost instantly, and that she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the Dark mage, his control over the art of Necromancy was likely considerable. This man wasn’t a mere apprentice. He was a master of his field of magic in his own right, like she was in regards to healing. 
 
    Taking another deep breath, Dora steeled her nerves and tentatively emerged from behind the door, opening it wide enough so she could slip out without having to open it fully. 
 
    This done, the Healer proceeded to look around for an exit from the warehouse itself. She did not want to be trapped inside a building with a Necromancer and gods-knew how many Undead.  
 
    The interior of the warehouse was much more labyrinthine that it first seemed. The hanging lumps of meat and randomly placed operating tables created gruesome shadows and narrow corridors to travel through. Trying to step quietly required even more care and awareness, as any number of zombies could be lurking in the darkness. 
 
    In fact, more than once Dora had nearly run into an Undead worker as they stalked through the gloom. Only her sensitive nose and the moans the zombies emitted as they went about their business alerted her so she could dive for cover. Hiding under oozing chunks of rotten meat and blood-stained tables was not how she pictured this day going. 
 
    “Come on, where’s the exit?” Dora hissed to herself, trying to find a door, or a window, or anything that would lead to the outside. 
 
    “What is going on out there?!” 
 
    Dora clapped her free hand over her mouth, tensing up and pointing her crossbow into the distance where’d she’d heard the other voice. 
 
    It was male, but unlike Enrai and Ain’s lilting, accented voices, this person was clearly a Dreadlander based on the sharp, short quality of his words. A Cracked Lander, if she was to guess, as the voice didn’t have the tone of a Saludan. 
 
    A groan rumbled throughout the warehouse, then a pause. 
 
    “What?! A giant insect? And it’s fighting a man flying around clad in flames?” 
 
    Another groan, followed by a disgruntled sigh. 
 
    “Honestly, this city!” A pause. “What did this man look like?” 
 
    Mumbled moaning answered him. 
 
    “A Qwanese Monk? Oh, it must be one of the Healer’s companions!” the male voice exclaimed.  
 
    Against her better judgement, Dora had snuck towards the sound of the voice, and discovered its origin. Hunkered down behind what used to be a torso, she peered out from its shadow and stared at the source. 
 
    Almost smack dab in the middle of the warehouse was a man in pitch black robes. They were frayed on the edges, and Dora silently bet they were filthy with old blood and grime. 
 
    He stood next to an operating table with his back to her, hands never pausing to rest as he worked on a corpse. Standing beside the person who could only be the Necromancer was a massive zombie, easily twice the size of the larger brute she’d seen earlier. It barely looked human with all the extra muscle and pieces stitched onto it! 
 
    A deep, baritone grumble from the mountain of reanimated flesh focused Dora’s eyes onto it and its master, and she gulped before readying her crossbow and aiming it at the Dark mage’s unsuspecting back. 
 
    This was her chance to end it all right now! 
 
    “Honestly, these fools are creating one problem after the other,” the Necromancer sighed, throwing his hands into the air. Blood and bits of meat flew everywhere as he expressed his discontent. 
 
    “Like thinking they could sneak up on me, for example!” 
 
    In a flash, the Dark mage spun around, a lash of black flames darting out from his hands and slashing into the slab of meat Dora had chosen to hide behind. She fell back onto her rear in shock, her crossbow firing off and going wide. The bolt thudded into the enormous zombie at the Necromancer’s side, but it didn’t flinch. 
 
    As for the flesh struck by his black flames, it quickly began to rot away before her eyes. The hook that held it fared no better, rust crawling all over it.  
 
    Dora scrambled to her feet and began to run away, heading deeper into the hanging garden of corpses. Deranged laughter followed after her, echoing unnaturally throughout the warehouse. 
 
    “You won’t escape from me, Healer! You won’t! Your soul belongs to me, now!” 
 
    From behind, a sound even more frightening to the half-orc appeared, pounding through the building; the rapid yet heavy footsteps of a giant creature chasing after her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: All things end 
 
      
 
    Lightning flashed and thunder roared and acid sizzled. The rooftops of the slums were slowly being torn to shreds as the two battlers flung themselves at each other in a desperate battle to the death. 
 
    Unfortunately, Ain was losing. 
 
    “Is that really the best a student of the great Mountain Slayer can do?” Bane sneered as he stared down at the panting Grand Elf, one foot pressed firmly against the small of Ain’s back.  
 
    When the full-blooded elf tried to rise and reach for his lost saber, the half-elf stamped down harder, causing a cry of pain to escape the wounded Spellsword’s lips. Bane then kicked the blade further from his grasp. 
 
    “I’ve seen better fighting skills from a drug-addled woman!” the infamous Butcher exclaimed, driving his heel sharply into Ain’s spine. 
 
    “I will have my revenge…” he snarled, trying to rise once more. 
 
    Bane narrowed his eyes at the Grand Elf’s constant attempts to break free. 
 
    “Whom of yours did I kill that drives you into such a frenzy?” 
 
    Ain froze for a moment, before sputtering denials. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me!” the ragged eared mercenary snarled, bending down and hoisting his foe up by the collar. “No one goes to such lengths to try and avenge their master’s honor. No, this is personal, isn’t it?” 
 
    He shook the elf violently. “Whose blood did I spill? A parent? A sibling? A lover?” 
 
    “W-why do you care?” Ain spat, trickles of blood oozing from the smashed ruin that had once been his nose before it had been introduced repeatedly to multiple roofs. 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t. I’m just curious to know which of my previous victims has now given me another toy to play with,” Bane replied mockingly. When Ain refused to speak any further the disciple of Vandalore sighed and raised his battle axe while keeping the elf held aloft in one hand. 
 
    “Goodbye. Your corpse shall decorate the hall of my master.” 
 
    “Damn you…” Ain gasped. He then closed his eyes and began muttering something under his breath. 
 
    Bane’s eyes widened as he felt a massive amount of magical power start to gather within the Grand Elf, and he hurriedly swung his weapon towards Ain’s neck before the spell could be completed. 
 
    An instant before the Vampire Steel axe could connect with the elf’s body, it erupted into a pillar of crackling lightning, forcing him to release his hands from where’d they’d clung on to Ain’s collar. 
 
    Once released, the Spellsword jumped away, his form completely enshrouded by thunderous might. No, it was as if he had become lightning itself! 
 
    He scooped up his fallen blade before pointing it at Bane, who merely shifted into a defensive stance in the face of this sudden burst of power. 
 
    “Embodiment of the Storm? No, it’s not that. Weaker, and incomplete. That you were still able to use this flawed technique is impressive, though,” Bane complimented. “Maybe now you’ll show yourself to be a better opponent.” 
 
    “Die!” Ain roared, swinging his sword at the mercenary. A crackling crescent of golden lightning shot forth, nearly swallowing up the entire roof they’d been fighting on.  
 
    Bane leapt away, just barely avoiding being struck with the attack. The crescent of energy continued on, though, and sliced the house open, sending chunks of roof and wall tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “You know, it’s a good thing I’m a villain, and I don’t have to pay for the damages, but I can’t help but feel bad for your wallet. It’s going to suck trying to pay for all these ruined houses,” Bane mused as he looked over the damage that had been caused. Ain completely ignored him and vanished in a crackle of energy. 
 
    Instincts screaming at him, Bane ducked and lashed out with his foot behind him. Ain’s blade, sheathed in the same lightning that now covered him, passed over his head with mere millimeters to spare. 
 
    Bane’s boot connected with Ain’s stomach and sent the elf staggering back, but the mercenary got the worse end of the deal, as the energy that surrounded the Spellsword traveled into his leg when the kick connected.  
 
    He felt his muscles in his leg seize up, and prickling jolts of lightning coursed through his limb, paralyzing it. With a snarl he twisted around, swinging his cursed axe at the damned elf, but the strike passed through empty air. 
 
    “Rraaaggh!” Bane howled as he felt the tip of an electrified sword pierce his left side. He jumped aside before Ain’s saber could punch through his armor.  
 
    “I can move as fast as lightning, now. You cannot hit me,” Ain mocked, his body still wrapped in lightning. However, Bane could tell that its light had dimmed, and the intensity of the writhing energy had dropped. 
 
    “Let’s put that to the test,” Bane snarled, lashing out with his axe. The blow was once more dodged as Ain flickered, vanished, and reappeared, but the Butcher’s guess was confirmed when he spotted even less magical lightning surrounding the elf. 
 
    “For my master! For my sister!” Ain roared, lunging at Bane.  
 
    The mercenary’s leg was paralyzed, reducing his speed. Dodging wouldn’t cut it with a foe able to move faster than him. Instead, Bane simply raised his left arm into the path of the oncoming stab.  
 
    The lightning clad blade slid easily through the hardened leather, skin, muscles and bone, and emerged from the other side of his arm. But Bane acted at the same time as the saber pierced him by swinging his battle axe at Ain. 
 
    Now it was the Spellsword who was unable to dodge without canceling his attack. Rather than take the hit he chose to withdraw, darting away and removing the sword from Bane’s arm before the half-elf’s axe could sever his head. 
 
    Bane followed up by opening his mouth a spewing a cloud of thick, noxious purple gas everywhere, creating a toxic smokescreen with the Acid Fog spell. 
 
    Ain grimaced and tried to follow after the fleeing mercenary, but found his body no longer listened to him. He collapsed, painful tingling rushing through his body as the shroud of lightning left him, and the backlash of using so much magic inside and out of his frame took its tool. 
 
    “D-damn him,” Ain snarled, popping two pills, one pink, the other pale blue, into his mouth with badly shaking hands.  
 
    He sighed in relief as his body started to heal itself and his soul filled up with mana once more. As he healed, depression struck him painfully as he replayed the battle in his mind and relived his failure to kill the infamous Butcher.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I couldn’t avenge you,” he whispered softly. There was no answer. Only the distant cries of battle. 
 
    . 
 
    “Why?! Won’t?! You?! DIE?!”  
 
    A hideous screech was Enrai’s only answer. And to his ears, there was a definitely mocking tone to it as it regenerated from yet another mortal wound. 
 
    He unleashed another fiery punch and splattered its guts everywhere, but the Hundred Grudge Insect almost instantly recovered.  
 
    It had grown smarter, too. It had learned that it’s legs, eyes, and wings would not regrow if destroyed, so it kept twisting its body so that the Monk’s strikes all impacted its body.  
 
    Worse, in Enrai’s opinion, was that the artificial monster was starting to taunt him with every moment of regeneration. It soared around, spitting poison and expelling toxic gas, and its slavering jaws had almost chomped him in half more than once, in clear retaliation for its own division. Even being sheared in half hadn’t dampened its fighting spirit, and it continued to try and eat the bald Qwanese fist fighter. 
 
    “GAH! Stay still and let me burn you to ash!” Enrai roared, tossing another fireball at the monster. The Hundred Grudge Insect swayed out of the way and chittered in amusement before sticking out a tongue. 
 
    “GRRR!” he growled. This battle had just become personal! 
 
    The abomination shot past him and he flew to the side, held aloft by wings of magical fire. His fiery wings allowed him to move more like a hummingbird than a majestic phoenix that they were named after, but in a three-dimensional battlefield, it was an excellent ability to move backwards. 
 
    He coughed violently as the cloud of noxious fumes washed over him as the Hundred Grudge Insect shot past and he flared his magic, immolating his body to purge the toxins.  
 
    ‘I can’t keep this up,’ Enrai thought as he felt his mana reserves dip a bit more. ‘Staying aloft is taking more and more of a toll, and that damned poison it keeps secreting is forcing me to use even more mana to get rid of it.’ 
 
    “I didn’t want to do this,” Enrai said aloud, lowering himself to a roof. He dismissed his flaming wings and let out a grunt of relief as he felt the strain on his body lessen. “But, you’ve left me no choice.”  
 
    The mutated insectoid just looked curious at what its prey would do next. 
 
    He reached into a pocket and withdrew a pale blue pill and popped it into his mouth. A few seconds later Enrai could feel his soul become agitated and put its mana production into overdrive. He felt his spent power returning. 
 
    The Hundred Grudge Insect sensed it as well, and a dangerous glint flashed through the five beady eyes that remained. It charged, diving down out of the air towards the Monk, who merely looked up with a determined expression. 
 
    “I am a mountain, immoveable,” he chanted solemnly. “I am faith, inviolable. I am the shield that cannot be broken. For I am beyond stone. Beyond belief. Kneel before the wrath of the world! Tremble! Rejoice! Pay homage to truth of existence! Gaze upon the peak you cannot reach! Divine Jeweled Armament!” 
 
    As soon as he completed his incantation, the jaws of the Hundred Grudge Insect clamped down upon his right arm.  
 
    But to the abominations shock, its mandibles, which could bite through solid stone, gnawed uselessly upon the Monk’s flesh which had suddenly altered its appearance. 
 
    His sun-tanned skin had turned a dark, deep bronze color, with swirling golden and black tattoos running up and down the limb. Enrai’s skin all the way up to his shoulder had transformed into an impenetrable defense. 
 
    Annoyed, the artificial monster tried to remove its jaw and try biting another part of his body, but the Monk’s hand darted out and grabbed firmly onto one of its mandibles, preventing it from running away. 
 
    It thrashed around, trying to free itself, but Enrai paid its futile efforts no heed. Instead, he clenched his left fist tightly and poured what mana he wasn’t using to transform his right arm into it. 
 
    A few centimeters above the knuckles of his left fist a reddish-gold orb appeared, and grew to the size of an apple.  
 
    “I am the sky, untouchable. I am faith, inviolable,” Enrai chanted. “I am a lance that cannot be stopped. For I am beyond steel. Beyond belief. Kneel before the wrath of the world! Repent! Submit! Perish before the judgement of the divine! Plunge into the abyss you cannot escape! Divine Annihilation Armament!” 
 
      The orb shifted as if it was made of molten gold, growing a halo-like ring of white fire around its middle whilst morphing into a cone. With a thrust of his fist, he punched the spell at the Hundred Grudge Insect’s stomach. It exploded, coming apart in the middle, much like it had earlier. 
 
    However, it began panicking when it couldn’t regenerate. Instead, the wound burst into golden flames, eating away at the rest of its body, reducing it to dark ash. 
 
    Enrai released the insect with a disdainful snort, shoving its rapidly immolating body over the edge of the roof.  
 
    It couldn’t even scream, as the flames had devoured its lungs moments earlier. 
 
    There wasn’t a body left to fall upon the ground. All that remained was ash that sprinkled over the dirt of the alleyway. 
 
    Enrai let out a gasp as the metallic coloration around his right arm faded, leaving massive purple-black bruises in their place where muscles had exploded from the strain of the enhancement spell. His left hand wasn’t much better, the flesh around the knuckles flayed almost to the bone due to the proximity to a massive amount of dense magical power. 
 
    “Argh, this hurts so much!” he whimpered, clutching the crippled limbs to his chest. “This is why I hate using those spells!”  
 
    He fumbled around in his pocket and popped the pink pill into his mouth, releasing a sigh of relief as his wounds started to heal, his arm slowly turning back to its normal skin tone. He then winced as a cough tore itself through his lungs. 
 
    “Oh, right, the poison,” he muttered, falling to his knees, then toppling onto his back.  
 
    “Where’s Ain when you need him to carry a wounded friend to the Healer?” he mumbled, vision darkening. Through the haziness that replaced his sight, he saw a familiar elfish shape jumping over the roofs towards him. 
 
    “Oh. There he is. That’s good…” 
 
    Darkness swallowed him. 
 
    . 
 
    Bane stood over the unconscious body of the Qwanese Monk, impressed in spite of his foul mood. 
 
    He’d felt how powerful the Hundred Grudge Insect his employer had provided was, and as potent as his resistances to poisons were, the half-elf wouldn’t want to tangle with that creature if he was unprepared.  
 
    Then, mere moments after he’d fled the Spellsword, he’d experienced a burst of magical power on par with an S-rank mage. Curious as to where it had come from, Bane had arrived to see the bald fist fighter pull off not just one, but two Level Ten spells at the same time.  
 
    Sure, they were degraded and weak, barely worthy of being called Level Ten, but they’d still been cast, which was something he’d not expected a human barely out of his twenties to be able to pull it off. 
 
    That the two incomplete spells had ripped apart the Hundred Grudge Insect as if it was merely a paper tiger in front of a firestorm proved that this man was powerful, and would only become stronger with time and training. 
 
    He raised his axe, preparing to decapitate the helpless human. 
 
    Yet he paused, keeping the blade hovering above, ready to descend at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “You’re strong. Far more so than that failure of a Spellsword,” Bane muttered, before resting his battle axe on his shoulder. 
 
    “You may live. For now. I hope you become stronger so you can give me a better fight in the future.” 
 
    Enrai grunted in his sleep, and the half-elf smirked. He delivered a swift and painful kick to the Monk’s ribs as a parting gift before leaping away, leaving the fist fighter to groan as his dreams were invaded by angry boots that started to attack him. 
 
    “Now, I wonder how that Healer is doing?” Bane wondered aloud, ignoring the raging battle between the living and the Undead that boiled beneath him as he ran through the slums. He zeroed in on a warehouse that he’d scouted out earlier and confirmed as a potential hiding spot for the Necromancer.  
 
    And, if the half-orc was anything like Scarrot, her bad luck would have thrust her right into the middle of the conflict. 
 
    . 
 
    “Go away!” Dora cried, blasting a zombie into purified ash and dust as it popped out in front of her.  
 
    Running through the horror shop that was the Necromancer’s hideout, Dora gasped for breath as she tried to find a way to escape. 
 
    Zombies were constantly appearing from the shadow, lunging and trying to tackle her and hold her down for the enormous augmented zombie that kept chasing after her. 
 
    She could hear its heavy footsteps thudding through the gloom, and see the chains hanging from the ceiling shaking as it passed by.  
 
    “No escape, child! None at all!” 
 
    And then there was that guy!  
 
    Dora grimaced in frustration and annoyance as the Necromancer’s voice echoed forth through the warehouse, taunting her every step of the way. A clever use of psychological warfare. But since she was the target, the Dark mage could shove it up his…! 
 
    “Argh!” 
 
    “Out of my way!” Dora shouted, hands aglow with the power of Light. The zombie disintegrated. It hadn’t stood a chance. 
 
    “Stupid Undead, don’t even have the decency to let me finish swearing in my own thoughts!” the blonde Healer grumbled as she stepped quickly over the cooling pile of ash. 
 
    “Blargh!” 
 
    “Not again!” Dora cried, sidestepping the zombie as it tried to grab her. 
 
    But that was exactly what it wanted her to do. 
 
    She had underestimated the Undead. Underestimated their master, the Necromancer. When she stepped aside to blast the zombie with magic, an arm reached out and grabbed her shoulder, interrupting her spell. 
 
    She spun around to ward off the second attacker, but gasped in horror when it wasn’t another zombie, but in fact a severed arm groping her! 
 
    Still attached to a meat hook, the limb had reanimated just to catch her! While she was distracted the zombie behind her took the chance to wrap both its arms around her and pin her down. 
 
    Dora’s skin crawled as the rotten, clammy flesh of the Undead rubbed up against her and she struggled desperately to free herself. 
 
    “Let go of me!” she roared, pulsing with Light Element mana from her entire body. The corpse-flesh that clung to her crumbled away in an instant.  
 
    “I’m going to need a long, hot bath when I’m done here,” she grumbled in disgust, the phantom sensations of Undead arms touching her filling her very soul with revulsion.  
 
    “Ungraaaah!” Shambling out of the shadows came a massive zombie. Noticing a crossbow bolt stuck in its left arm, the Healer recognized it as the gargantuan Undead the Necromancer had had at his side.  
 
    Now that it was closer, Dora could make out the massive number of scars that covered it. Plus, it wore only a pair of tattered trousers, so its entire muscle builder-esque frame was on full display. 
 
    Teeth gritted, Dora raised her hands towards the brute. 
 
    “No more running! Return to Selika’s side already!” the half-orc commanded, sending a ray of pale green light into the Undead’s chest. The energy collided with its bare torso. 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    Her eyes widened and she sent another bolt of Light Element magic at the beast. Once more, the spell splashed against its rotten form and did nothing.  
 
    “What?!” the green-skinned Healer cried in shock. She was forced to leap to the side as it came barreling towards her, and it kept on going, charging through the suspended remains. 
 
    “How much did he augment that thing?” the half-orc gasped, staring after it. “The other augmented zombies were resistant to my magic, but not to this degree!” 
 
    “Do you like it?” The Necromancer’s voice oozed from the walls and floors, caressing Dora’s ears with his sickly-sweet tone. 
 
    “This is my greatest creation, the pinnacle of artificial Undead!” the Dark mage crowed. “Two of their greatest weaknesses, eliminated!” 
 
    “Their smell and their speed? Because if so, you haven’t quite gotten there yet!” Dora shouted into the air. An echoing chuckle was her response. 
 
    “How droll. A Healer with a bit of bite to them! Never thought I’d see the day,” the Necromancer mocked. “But no! Listen close, for I shall regale you with my success!” 
 
    “How about you just skip to the pertinent parts and not give me a monologue like a two-bit villain from a stage play?” Dora snarked, creeping through the warehouse. She needed an exit, and fast!  
 
    “Hmph! Spoil my fun, why don’t you?” the Necromancer complained, sounding like a petulant child to her ears. “So very much like my old master. Always stifling my talents and creativity!” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not actually a little girl? Because you sure can whine like one!” Dora shot back. 
 
    “How scathing,” the all-pervading voice uttered in a tone drier than the desert outside.  
 
    “But if you must know, the two problems I solved with my specially made Undead are the two greatest ones! First, their strength!” 
 
    With a roar, the gargantuan zombie slammed its way through a curtain of meat, startling Dora. She flinched and was caught with a backhand swing from the reanimated corpse that sent her flying ten feet. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Dora cried, her words coming out garbled thanks to her jaw being shattered by the casual strike. She raised shaking hands to her mouth and started to pour healing magic into it, desperately repairing her broken bones. 
 
    “Zombies are not weak. In fact, they are stronger in death than they were in life! Without any preservation instincts to hold them back, a zombie can use its muscles’ full potential. This causes damage, though, and as such they can rarely showcase this impressive physical power outside of almost inescapable hugs, and bites that can chomp through low grade armor.” 
 
    “I worked around this issue by giving them the musculature of non-humans. Lions, bears, trolls, and more! Anything that would fit! I also increased bone density by carefully soaking each and every bone in magically infused milk. Now, my Undead can use their full power and not destroy themselves! And this had the bonus effect of increasing their speed, since their leg muscles won’t degrade so easily anymore!” 
 
    “I dun cah!” Dora shouted, her jaw popping loudly as it realigned itself. Satisfied it was in its proper place, she hurled a crackling bolt of pure Light magic at the titanic Undead that was rapidly approaching her. 
 
    “The second great weakness of a zombie is the Element of Light,” the Necromancer continued, ignoring her words. “So, I got rid of it!” 
 
    Before her very eyes, the raw magical energy that could punch through even an augmented zombie’s hardened skin splattered harmlessly on the super-zombie. Worse, it looked like the Light magic was being absorbed into its very body without any ill effects! 
 
    “What?! Impossible!” 
 
    “Oh, no, my dear. Very possible!” the Necromancer cackled as Dora imitated a fish. “Light and Dark oppose each other. Weak Dark magic will be dispelled by a stronger force of Light magic. But the same is true in reverse. So, what better way to make an Undead immune to Light magic than to give it a way to absorb it and turn it into Dark magic, thus removing the threat altogether!” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Dora shouted, pointing a finger accusingly at the super-zombie. It did not care for her petty retorts and slammed into her, knocking the breath from her lungs and sending her flying another ten feet away. Her crossbow skidded away, and she groped desperately for it, but to no avail. 
 
    This time her ribs were cracked, and she felt a painful pinching in her lungs that meant something was poking them. And that boded poorly for her health.  
 
    She tried to heal herself, but the super-zombie was upon her in a flash. She attempted to ward it off with more bursts of Light magic, but they were absorbed into the Undead.  
 
    “N-no…” the Healer exclaimed weakly as the meaty, abnormally sized left hand of the artificial creature reached out and grabbed her. It then turned around and lumbered back into the depths of warehouse, bringing her back to the Necromancer. 
 
    “See how amazing it is? This is my masterpiece! An Undead who does not suffer from the Light!” the Dark mage cackled as she was brought to him. 
 
    She spat a glob of blood at him, smirking in satisfaction as it splattered on his cheek. He slowly wiped it off, before nodding towards the super-zombie holding her. 
 
    It squeezed its left hand and Dora screamed as her already fractured ribs cracked even more, and whatever had been poking her lungs stabbed even deeper. She coughed up a bit of blood and the pressure ceased abruptly.  
 
    “Are you quite finished?” Gone was the jovial, almost childish tone of the Dark mage. Replacing it was a cold, clinical passiveness that sent shivers down Dora’s spine, and fear curdling in her gut. 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he looked her over with a calculating eye. 
 
    “Decent muscle mass. Stronger than an average woman, at least. Perhaps a side effect due to your heritage?” he mused, poking her in the right arm. Dora tried to swat him off but he firmly grabbed her hand, examining it. 
 
    Then, he reached out and swiftly broke her thumb. 
 
    “Do not be so rude. I’m just trying to give you a medical examination,” the Necromancer tutted over her screams of pain. 
 
    “Hmm, yes, you’ll do nicely as a base. I haven’t had much luck with female augmented zombies recently. They just lack the necessary parts to hold more than a certain amount of physical force. Good for magic retention, though,” the practitioner of the dark arts said as she whimpered. 
 
    “Strap her down, and bring me my tools. I want to do this personally.” The super-zombie obliged, roughly shoving Dora onto the blood-stained operating table nearby and wrapping her arms and legs in leather straps.  
 
    She struggled hard, but couldn’t break free. She tried to scream for help, but was muzzled by a filthy cloth being shoved into her mouth. 
 
    “Do not fret. Your Light will become the seed from which a new and more powerful Dark shall arise,” the Necromancer cooed, stroking the side of her face tenderly. 
 
    “Mmph! Mmmnn!” Dora tried to speak through the cloth gagging her, but it came out muffled and distorted. 
 
    “Shhh, it’ll all be over soon,” he said soothingly, giving her a pitying look. “My master may have tried to use you for his dirty work, but now you’ll be given a chance to become something greater.” 
 
    He walked away to prepare for the vivisection, and hot tears spilled down from her eyes. Nearby, the brutish Undead that had trapped her shuffled over, a collection of wickedly sharp knives and blades held in its hands. 
 
    Dora closed her eyes, trying to block it out the sight of the Necromancer gleefully examining his tools. There was only one chance to escape left for her. But it was a gamble. If she failed it, she’d lose her life. Though if she didn’t she’d lose it any way.  
 
    She needed a spell that didn’t merely heal with Light magic, but effect the target’s time itself. If Light could not touch the super-zombie, then perhaps a Dream could. 
 
    ‘I do not fear death,’ Dora recited in her mind, the words from the scrap of paper she’d received flitting across the backs of her eyelids like lightning in the dark. 
 
    ‘I do not fear its embrace. I fear time. I fear failure. I fear not having lived a life worth living.’ 
 
    Light began to pour out of her body, her soul agitated by the spell. She felt the power try to slip away, and desperately held onto the violent thrashing energy within. 
 
    “What are you doing?!”  
 
    She could hear the Necromancer shouting at her, but it was weak and far-off, clouded by the thunderous din of blood rushing to her head and the spit-crackle of mana seeping through her mortal frame. 
 
    “Stop her!” 
 
    She felt fingers close around her neck to try and choke the life out of her, and she squeezed her eyes shut even tighter, repeating the words over and over. 
 
    ‘I do not fear death. I do not fear its embrace. I fear time. I fear failure. I fear not having lived a life worth living!’ she shouted to herself in mind. 
 
    A pained grunt shook her eardrums, and the choking hands recoiled from her throat. She felt dust brush against her cheeks and lips.  
 
    ‘I do not fear death! I do not fear its embrace!’ she cried out to herself. The mana bucked and heaved. Had the Necromancer not bound her tight to the table, the contortions her body was going through would have snapped her spine. 
 
    ‘I fear time! I fear failure! I fear not having a life worth living!’ 
 
    At some point the rag shoved into her mouth was shredded by her teeth as she convulsed. She tasted blood on her tongue. She tasted ozone in the back of her mouth. 
 
    Something shouted at her to stop. Pleaded with her. She paid them no heed. She was too busy keeping the spell under control. It was incomplete. It refused to submit to her. All she could do was lie to it and herself and make it obey her.  
 
    The leather keeping her down sizzled and burned as the light from within her grew stronger. Her robes fared no better, the acrid stench of burning cloth invading her senses. This was the price she paid for trying to harness a Level Ten spell without knowing its full incantation. 
 
    “I do not fear death!” Dora screamed out loud. And for a moment, she believed her own lie. 
 
    The spell exploded out of her, drowning the world around her body in a cataclysmic torrent of purifying light.  
 
    The Necromancer was hurled backwards, the skin on his face and arms blackening and peeling from the inside out as his corrupted soul was bombarded with holy judgement. 
 
    The augmented super-zombie collapsed, its individual parts falling to pieces as the stitches and Dark magic holding it together were vaporized. The tainted bits became dust on the wind. The rest were cleansed and released from their torment. 
 
    Blood was wiped clean from the floors and tables. Rust was scoured from every piece of metal and given a shine. And all throughout the warehouse, the rotten slabs of meat disintegrated into piles of white ash, while the chains they’d hung from looked as if they’d been newly forged and polished. 
 
    “Aaaooo,” Dora moaned, panting on the table, barely a handful of cloth left on her body to preserve her modesty. She’d bitten her lip badly, and the taste of blood stained her mouth. She rose and swung her feet around. She tried to stand on shaky limbs but almost immediately collapsed. 
 
    “I-I feel empty,” she whispered to herself. She glanced at the table and winced. The outline of her body had been melted into the surface. It looked eerie, and she quickly looked away.  
 
    She took a moment to look herself over. She felt clean, as if vigorously scrubbed by hot water, soap, and brushes. Her ribs didn’t hurt, and a quick check revealed they were undamaged, as if they’d never been broken. Same with her thumb. A glance around showed that all the wards had been destroyed, so hopefully now she’d be able to make her way out. In fact, there wasn’t even a single drop of mana anywhere. It had all been devoured and blown away by the incomplete Restore spell. 
 
    A pitiful groan distracted the Healer, and she looked over to where a black clad lump writhed on the floor of the now immaculately clean warehouse. 
 
    “You, you, you’ve ruined everything!” The Necromancer cried as he too tried to stagger to his feet, a scalpel clutched in his hands. He slipped and fell, cutting his left leg shallowly with blade in his grasp.  
 
    Dora winced, and tried to stand as well, but found no strength in her legs. A short distance behind the Necromancer she spotted her crossbow. She needed to grab it! 
 
    “You ruined everything!” Without warning the Necromancer began to frantically stab himself in the legs, drawing blood with every jab. They were light wounds, but the blood was starting to pour out faster as he nicked a vein in his right leg. He continued to stab until both his legs were ruined messes of sliced flesh. 
 
    “Everything! Everything! Everything!” he screamed. He then slammed his palms onto his knees, and his hands and limbs were engulfed in swirling black mists. He then lurched to his feet, and Dora gasped as the Dark mage controlled his own damaged legs with his necromancy, treating them as if they were already dead in order to stagger towards her. 
 
    “Die! Die! Die! Pay for you sins in blood and die!” the maddened sorcerer howled as he approached the fallen Healer. 
 
    Instead of fear, she felt only pity, and she closed her eyes. ‘I want to move.’ 
 
    Dora’s thought echoed in her mind, and she felt her intent awaken the slave collar’s runes, which had remained unharmed throughout the magical detonation. She rose smoothly to her feet, her body no longer under her complete control. She was now being puppeted by the slave collar. 
 
    It felt strange, being aware of her body’s every move, but observing them as if through a third person’s view. She willed herself to walk forward, and she did so. She willed herself to dodge the wild, frenzied attacks of the Necromancer as she walked passed him. She did so. 
 
    She willed herself to pick up the crossbow, load it with one of the undamaged bolts lying nearby, and point it at the Necromancer. 
 
    Her hands didn’t shake. Her aim was perfect. Not a muscle twitched if she did not want it to do so. Even her breathing didn’t cause the crossbow to waver, as her collar took control of her movements.  
 
    She willed herself to pull the trigger. 
 
    The Necromancer’s head snapped back as the bolt slammed into his right eye, piercing it and killing the defenseless mage instantly. 
 
    He folded lifelessly to the ground, remaining eye wide open in disbelief.  
 
    A few seconds later a portion of the wall was blasted down. She showed no reaction thanks to the slave collar’ control, but calmly loaded another bolt and aimed it. 
 
    “Dora? Dora, are you in here?!” 
 
    “Ain?” she asked, surprised. She lowered the crossbow and disengaged the slave collar’s control as the Grand Elf stepped inside, a body draped across his back. She slumped to her knees, her muscles screaming their protest at being forced to move while they were recovering. 
 
    “Thank the gods you’re alright! I sensed the explosion of magic and came running! What happened with you?” he demanded as he hurried inside, pausing for a moment as he took in the piles of ash, medical tools, and crumpled corpse littering the floor. 
 
    “The roof Enrai dropped me off on turned out to belong to the Necromancer’s hideout,” Dora revealed, shifting a bit so her tattered clothes covered her up better. Ain stared at her in shock before shaking his head. 
 
    “That’s… whatever!” he sighed before carrying the unconscious Monk over to her. “Enrai needs healing! He was poisoned while fighting the Hundred Grudge Insect!” 
 
    “I don’t have any mana left,” she said worriedly. She reached for her Potion Belt, but grimaced when she saw all the potions and pills had evaporated from the Restore spell’s uncontrolled release. Not to mention all the enchantments on it were gone, rendering it just an ordinary leather belt with pouches.  
 
    “Argh! No medicine left, either!” she cried. “Bring him here, I need to examine him!” 
 
    Ain lowered the Monk so he lay in front of her. She quickly checked him, and after a brief look she sighed in relief. 
 
    “He’ll live,” Dora announced. “The poison isn’t too bad. Seems like he did something which overloaded his own mana supply, and wiped out most of the toxins. But it was a magical one, and it’s currently still inside his body. If we get him to the other Healer within an hour or so he’ll survive!”  
 
    “Good. That’s good,” Ain said in relief, sagging somewhat. He hoisted Enrai over one shoulder before bending down and tossing Dora over his other. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” she demanded. 
 
    “Getting you both out of here. I’m in decent enough shape I can carry the two of you to the Healer’s tent,” Ain informed her. 
 
    “What about the Undead? I killed the Necromancer,” Dora said, nodding towards the corpse with a crossbow bolt through his eye. 
 
    “I don’t know. Now that they’re free of his control, maybe the guards will have an easier time,” the Spellsword said with a shrug. The gesture nearly sent Enrai and Dora tumbling off his shoulders and Ain offered a quick apology before dashing out.  
 
    Back under the piercing sun, Dora couldn’t help but feel relieved. It was over. Her part was done. She stole a glance at Ain. He looked disappointed. And he had clear signs of damage that had been treated with the potion pill she’d given him.  
 
    She wanted to pat him on the head and tell him it was alright. But she didn’t want to move around and get thrown off because of it. So, she just smiled.  
 
    It was over. At least, for her it was. 
 
    . 
 
    “Damn it all! It’s all over!” General Shey lamented, pounding his fists against the wall in anger. 
 
    He’d felt his connection to the Hundred Grudge Insect vanish a few minutes ago. And at the same time, he experienced a surge of vertigo as an explosion of mana had pummeled the city from the direction of the slums.  
 
    And then, just when he’d thought it was finished, a second, even more powerful eruption of magical energy had swept through.  
 
    He knew what it meant. He had failed. And the elf and former countryman would be coming for him. 
 
    “We need to go,” he shouted at Amira who’d stayed behind while Bane delivered the artificial monster to the slums. She peeked through a window. 
 
    “Not going to be easy. There’s a decent number of guards watching the hotel. I think they know we’re here.” 
 
    “Argh!” he roared, slamming a fist through the wall.  
 
    “You gonna pay for the damages, or what?” the sensual Saludan warrior-maiden asked with a smirk. 
 
    “We need to leave as soon as he gets back. Pack everything, and make sure Tyro Bo is unconscious for easier transportation,” he said, ignoring her comment. 
 
    “Done and done. He was a bit finnicky after those magical blasts hit us, and was reacting rather poorly to them. So, I gave him a light love tap and put him to sleep,” she replied with a grin. 
 
    “Good. Good, that’s great,” Shey praised, wild eyes darting around the room as he stuffed their supplies into the Chest of Holding at the foot of the bed.  
 
    A creaking door drew the disgraced Qwanese commander up short, but he breathed a sigh of relief when Bane slipped through the door. 
 
    “Where were you?” Shey demanded, and the half-elf rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Fighting. That Spellsword cornered me and I had to fight my way through,” the mercenary explained.  
 
    “What? Then you mean the Monk took on the Hundred Grudge Insect alone?” Shey gasped. 
 
    “Yes. Used two very powerful spells to wipe it out, too. Not bad for a punk not even thirty yet,” Bane chuckled as he recalled the fight he’d watched from a distance. 
 
    “What about the Healer?” Amira questioned, and the axe-wielding fighter gained a twisted smile. 
 
    “Now, she was a treat to watch,” he praised. “She had stumbled into the Necromancer’s lair and had to fight her way out. That spell she used at the end though…” 
 
    He trailed off and rubbed his left arm where the Grand Elf’s saber had gone through it. There wasn’t even a blemish on the skin to be seen. 
 
    “I wasn’t even the target, and the backlash of the spell healed up all the scrapes and bruises the elf gave me,” he said in an awed tone. He then grimaced as he remembered the pain that had come with it. 
 
    “Powerful Light-based magic, though, whatever it was. It burned my soul a bit due to my connection to Vandalore. Doubt I can muster up any major spells right now thanks to that.” 
 
    “Fine, you’ll just have to fight your way through so we can flee Rahmal’Alram,” Shey said, annoyed by the praise his employee was heaping on the trouble makers. 
 
    “So where too next?” Bane asked, stroking the haft of his battle axe. 
 
    “We’re leaving the Dreadlands for Val’Narash,” the ex-general claimed. “I know a few treasure hunters that’ll shelter us. And then, when the Bo Clan finally pays the ransom for the brat, we can grab the loot.” 
 
    “So, the prize you want is hidden in the Old Lands?” Bane asked, surprised.  
 
    “Of course! Many treasures were left behind in Val’Narash during the Great Calamity! And the Bo Clan are descendants of Val’Narashi refugees who fled to Qwan afterwards. High ranked ones, at that. They know where some old mints and armories are, as well as the location of what I truly desire!” 
 
    “And that would be?” Amira asked, intrigued. 
 
    “The Crown of Dawn!” Shey exclaimed giddily. “An artifact that heals all wounds the wearer has, as well as granting immunity to poison and disease! It even forces people who speak to the wearer to tell the truth! It was once the royal headdress of the ancient Val’Narashi emperors, and with it, I can stake a claim to the Jade Throne of Qwan!” 
 
    “I thought Distant Qwan’s royalty was separate from Val’Narash’s. Why would having the crown give you control?” Amira asked. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Bane stalk forward. 
 
    “There is another effect the Crown of Dawn has, and this is the important one!” Shey said, eyes shining with madness. “It allows the wearer to control enchantments and magical items! Imagine it! With the crown on my brow, I can control the Jade Throne, and force it to accept me as emperor! And then I will rule it all and teach the ones who exiled me a lesson!” 
 
    “How petty. And uninspired.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Shey demanded angrily, spinning around angrily to confront Bane. His eyes widened when he saw how close the mercenary was, and he opened his mouth to reprimand him. 
 
    Nothing came out except a wet wheeze as blood spurted. Shey’s headless corpse fell, draping itself across the bed. 
 
    “Just as I suspected. Another weak-minded fool with delusions of grandeur,” Bane spat, stomping on the severed head and splattering it across the lovely rug. 
 
    Amira rolled her eyes as she sauntered over. “I could have told you that,” she said with an exasperated, yet fond, tone. 
 
    She bent down and picked up the Chest of Holding. She shrugged off her partner’s look. 
 
    “What? It’s not like he has any use for it now! Besides, I’ve always wanted a real Chest of Holding all of my own! But they’re normally so darn expensive.” 
 
    She tilted her head back and gave the blood-thirsty mercenary pleading puppy eyes. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    The infamous Butcher glared at her for a moment before looking away with a sigh.  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Yay!” Amira cheered. 
 
    “But you have to carry it.” 
 
    Her expression fell, and she pouted. Bane just walked away, grabbing his own pack filled with supplies. 
 
    “Let’s go. Before the elf and his companions decide to come here.” 
 
    “I’ll miss them,” Amira said with a tiny smile. “They were nice. Especially Dora. Though the elf was sort of cute. In a lovestruck sort of way.” 
 
    Bane snorted in amusement. “Don’t worry. I don’t doubt you’ll see that Spellsword again. He seems to have a bone to pick with me.” 
 
    The duo left, creeping out of the hotel, leaving behind an unconscious child alone with the cooling corpse of his kidnapper. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: The gates open 
 
      
 
    “So, you just found him eating in the lobby of the hotel?” Enrai asked, jaw dropped in astonishment. 
 
    “Yup. Walked out of the room, came downstairs, and asked for dinner,” a guard said.  
 
    This was one of the guards assigned by Captain Vashir to watch over the hotel on their behalf. Vashir’s lieutenant had come with them to check on the men he’d stationed there to watch out for Bane – and to chastise them for letting him slip past so he could deliver a monster to the slums without their knowledge – and gained a strange look when one of the guards had whispered something into his ears. He’d then shoved the man who spoke to him over to the trio so he could give his report. And what a report it was! 
 
    “And you suspected something was wrong?” Ain inquired. 
 
    “He reeked of blood, and his shoes were covered in it. We discreetly sent a maid to check. Apparently, she fainted when she saw the headless corpse,” the guard dressed incognito said. “Of course, we only found that out later, since we had to send another person to look for her when she didn’t come back after an hour.” 
 
    “Anticlimactic,” Dora muttered under her breath. 
 
    Her sentiment was echoed by Enrai and Ain nodding their heads in stupefied shock as they stood in the middle of the hotel lobby. 
 
    After resting and recovering, the trio had set out at dusk to reach the hotel where Shey was staying with the kidnapped clan heir. 
 
    They had been expecting a violent, vicious battle between him and his hired swords, but were stunned to discover upon arrival that Bane had lived up to his reputation as an employer-killer, and murdered Chai Shey, before fleeing and leaving behind Tyro Bo. 
 
    The clan heir himself was currently sitting on a couch in a waiting room of the lobby, kicking his legs back and forth and looking at his ‘rescuers’ with interest. Dora especially.  
 
    He babbled something in Qwanese at her and the Healer tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “Um, sorry, I don’t understand,” she said, smiling apologetically at the ten-year-old. 
 
    “He says you’re very pretty, and remind him of the mint leaves his mother uses for tea,” Enrai translated for her. 
 
    Dora preened a bit at the praise. “Can you tell him that I am honored by the compliment?” 
 
    Enrai sighed, somewhat peeved at being used as a translator, but spoke to the Bo Clan’s heir in Qwanese. The young boy grinned widely. 
 
    “Now what?” Ain asked as he looked from the child to his friends. A strong sense of defeat hung around him due to his failure to avenge his loss at Bane’s hands, and he felt depression settling on his shoulders. 
 
    “I guess we stay the night here, and then head back to Creidor tomorrow,” Dora suggested. 
 
    Enrai and Ain shared a look and nodded.  
 
    “And from there, the two of us will escort Tyro Bo back to his family in Qwan,” the Monk announced. He then bowed politely towards the Healer. 
 
    “But do not worry. We will return as soon as we can in order to help you find your family.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dora replied, flustered and touched. 
 
    Tyro Bo hopped off his couch and ran over to Dora. He tugged on her robe and stared at her with pleading eyes while asking her a question. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Dora asked desperately, not sure how to handle a child. 
 
    “He says he wants you to tuck him into bed,” Enrai said, holding back laughter. “One of Shey’s hired swords was a woman, so she was in charge of taking care of him when Bane was doing other things. He’s gotten used to being pampered by an older sister. His words, not mine.” 
 
    Dora barked out a laugh before ruffling the kid’s head. “Dang, you’re going to be a heart breaker when you grow up. Sure, why not. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    Tyro grinned widely as Enrai translated her reply and he tried to lead her off to the stairwell. 
 
    “Well, good night, I guess. See you both in the morning,” Dora said, waving at the Spellsword and the Monk as they departed for a room. 
 
    “Captain Vashir will foot the bill for your stay tonight,” the lieutenant assured the two men who sighed in relief. 
 
    “That’s nice of him. And I certainly won’t complain. Real beds after so long!” Enrai cheered. Even Ain seemed to perk up at the thought. 
 
    “When you’re ready to leave Rahmal’Alram, come to the city’s gate. The Captain will want to thank you before you leave,” the lieutenant said before snapping a salute. He then turned around and walked out of the hotel. There were still many things to do before he could sleep. The Undead had been purged, but there were still patients to treat, and refugees to house while the slums were repaired. 
 
    The pair of them watched the Saludan guard officer exit. Eventually, the fist fighter turned to the dead-eyed swordsman. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Enrai finally uttered. Ain only nodded, and the two retreated to a room of their own. 
 
    “You messed up,” the Monk said shortly once they were inside their room. There were two beds, a bathroom, a balcony with a window-door, and finely carved wooden furniture. It was lovely through and through, but did nothing to lighten the mood currently dwelling within the room. 
 
    “You ignored Dora and me in favor of charging after Bane, leaving me to fight that creature alone.” He held up his right arm, showing off the limb to the elf who tried to look away, but found himself unable to avert his eyes. 
 
    It was purple and black. Bruised and battered and ruined. The bones were all cracked. The muscles were all torn. The skin barely held the mangled interior within it. 
 
    “It will, at best, take five months before I can use this arm again. Even with Dora tending to it every day while we ride back to Creidor, it’ll be a long time before I’m fully healed. And this is all because you abandoned me to chase after the Butcher, and I had to use the Divine Jeweled Armament technique in conjunction with the Divine Annihilation Armament.” 
 
    “And the only reason you’re not dead is because Bane the Butcher judged you to be worth less than a traitorous general. He killed his employer, and not you. To his eyes, you were nothing.” 
 
    “Now, what’s going to happen is very simple. You will swear to never do something so utterly stupid and dangerous, and I will forgive you for your lapse in judgement. Deal?” 
 
    Ain nodded mutely and Enrai lowered his arm, a smile without substance on his face. 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s get some sleep. I have a feeling we’re going to have a busy morning.” 
 
    . 
 
    “What’s with this massive crowd?” Dora complained as they approached the city gates of Rahmal’Alram. Next to her, Tyro Bo edged closer to her and tightened his grip on her left hand. She squeezed back gently, reassuring him of her presence and the young child relaxed somewhat. 
 
    “A celebration? This is the first time in weeks the gates will be opened, and people will be allowed to leave. Must be like a holiday for the merchants who’ve been cooped up inside the walls all this time,” Enrai suggested.  
 
    “Perhaps it’s a blockade to keep everyone from entering or leaving too quickly? I mean, the army camped outside has to make sure the Creeping Rot has been completely eradicated,” Ain suggested. 
 
    Muttered agreements came from the group at the Grand Elf’s suggestion. But as they got closer, the people crowding the main street leading to the gates started to whisper and talk amongst themselves. What’s more, many of the people were pointing and staring at the party of foreigners.  
 
    “Why do I suddenly have the feeling this is going to get weird?” Dora murmured.  
 
    None of the group had a chance to answer her, as the crowd suddenly parted around them, creating a path straight towards the exit of Rahmal’Alram. Blinking in surprise, Dora and the rest could only stare, befuddled, as Captain Vashir strode up to them, resplendent in ceremonial armor. Behind him, dozens of guards formed up behind him, dressed in parade uniforms. 
 
    “What’s all this, captain?” Enrai asked, suspiciously. The Saludan commander waved off his concerns. 
 
    “No need to get worried, we’re here to escort you four to the gates.” 
 
    “Why?” Ain asked, folding his arms. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we give the heroes of our city a proper send-off?” Vashir asked back, and he smirked as the trio’s expressions turned dumbfounded. Only little Tyro retained a blank expression, as his language skills in Common were not that good to comprehend the fast-paced conversation. 
 
    “Come along, we don’t have all day! Other people want to leave as well, but can’t until we open the gates,” Vashir said, leading the group down the street. 
 
    All along the side, more and more guards in their fanciest clothes could be seen, and as Dora and her crew approached, they all snapped to attention while raising their spears, swords, and cudgels into the air in a military salute. And all the while, the citizens cheered for them. 
 
    “Thank you for saving us!” 
 
    “I’ll never forget what you did for my son, Miss Dora!” 
 
    “You did it! I can’t believe you guys did it!!!” 
 
    “Wooo! You go, girl! Kicked some Necromancer ass! WOOO!” 
 
    “If you’re ever in the area in the future, you can stop by our home to rest if you want!” 
 
    Tears prickled at the edges of Dora’s eyes, and she hastily wiped them away with the back of her hands. They were happy to see them! Happy to see her! How long had it been since she’d felt wanted and appreciated like this? 
 
    As the procession moved up, the massive sandstone slabs used as gates for the city creaked open, revealing the golden sands of the dessert beyond. And standing just outside was the quarantine army, dismantling tents, packing up wagons, and preparing to move out now that their mission was complete.  
 
    “I will admit, I had not expected you to succeed,” a familiar figure stated as the gates clunked open.  
 
    Vashir saluted the man immediately. “Commander Haga! As I stated via messenger last night, we have slain the Necromancer spreading the Creeping Rot! All zombies have been eliminated, and the infected have been treated by Lady Dora! The plague is over!” 
 
    Haga nodded slowly, giving Dora and the party an appraising look. He gave a formal bow in thanks before straightening back up and gesturing to something behind him. A trio of horses were led forward, and the green-skinned Healer clapped excitedly when she saw the star-spotted mare at the head. 
 
    Starspot let out a joyful neigh and broke free of her handlers, charging towards the half-orc. Dora responded in kind by dashing forward to meet the beautiful steed. The horse slowed down to a canter and lowered her head to nuzzle the Healer as she wrapped her arms around the neck. 
 
    “I missed you so much, Starspot!” Dora gushed. She stepped back and gave her a critical once over before smiling. “I see they treated you well! Did you get a little bit pudgier since I last saw you?” 
 
    She teasingly patted Starspot’s barrel, who snorted indignantly and tossed her mane. Laughing, Dora turned back to Enrai and Ain who were approaching their own horses, patting them appreciatively.  
 
    “Many thanks for taking such good care of our horses, Commander Haga,” the Qwanese Monk said, bowing towards the military officer. He shrugged. 
 
    “It was no trouble. They were well behaved. Escpecially Miss Dora’s beast. I’ve never seen a Partaevian warhorse act so docile. She was bred and trained well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dora said politely, before turning to Tyro Bo who was looking at the three horses with wide eyes. 
 
    “Come here, little guy. She won’t bite!” Dora cajoled. “And even if she did, I could heal that up real quick!” 
 
    After her words were translated by Enrai, Tyro walked over and hesitantly stretched out his left hand and pet the muzzle of Starspot, who’d bent her head down to inspect the young boy. She snorted in approval and nuzzled him, which made the young boy’s face light up with a smile. 
 
    “I said it once, but I’ll say it again. You have my thanks for saving Rahmal’Alram,” Vashir said, stepping forward. He passed over a satchel to Dora, who took it and opened it, curious. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she took in the contents of the small bag, and Vashir smirked once more. “It’s not much, but it’s something the guards and I scrounged up as a reward. A little bit of gold, and a few trinkets. Nothing too impressive.” 
 
    Hands shaking, Dora removed a silver bangle crafted to look like five lily flowers entwined together. A faint whisper of magic could be felt from it, and the Healer instantly recognized it. 
 
    “A Bracelet of Nia!” she exclaimed in shock.  
 
    “Yeah. That’s been in the Emir’s treasury for a few centuries, now. No one’s ever wanted to use it, and after conferring with Commander Haga and the local lords, we decided that this was a fitting gift for you,” Captain Vashir said, grinning at the stunned look on Dora’s face.  
 
    “I don’t understand what’s so impressive about this artifact,” Enrai said. “I mean, I can tell it has magic, but not that much.” 
 
    “A Bracelet of Nia is a magical item that has the ability to store up to five spells within it,” Dora explained, and her two companion’s eyes widened. “Only spells of the Light Element, though, but that still means I can conceal five emergency healing spells at any time, in case I run out of mana while fighting.” 
 
    The ability to store spells for later use was not that uncommon on Orria. However, most of the time this took the form of single-use scrolls, or magical artifacts with a preset spell. Like a ring with a Fireball, Stone Spike, or Icicle Shot sealed within. Only the spell that was inside the item could be used. 
 
    But an item to store any spell, and then cast it repeatedly and at will, was worth several thousand gold coins at the minimum, as they required an S-rank Enchanter or Alchemist to create.  
 
    “There were only eleven Bracelets of Nia made, in celebration of her birth. And two were lost or destroyed during the War of Fallen Gods. This is a priceless treasure!” Dora stammered. “I-I don’t think I can accept this!” 
 
    “It is fine,” Haga said reassuringly. “I spoke with the Sultan himself via magic mirror last night, and he agreed that it was a fair price to pay for almost singlehandedly saving a Saludan city and its people.” 
 
    Dora hesitated, but urged on by her companions, she slipped the silver bangle on. A comforting sensation filled her, as if she was being hugged by a person made of warm sunlight. She let out an involuntary sigh of bliss as the Bracelet of Nia accepted her as its new owner. It felt as if the piece of enchanted jewelry had always been hers, and only been waiting for her to reclaim it. 
 
    “Salute!” Vashir cried out, echoed by Commander Haga, and the garrison of Rahmal’Alram and the army outside its walls all raised their weapons into the air and banged them against stone or shields.  
 
    “Be safe on your travels,” the captain said, his words almost lost in the din of the cheers and revelry that broke out amongst the gathered crowds. 
 
    “We will,” Dora assured him. She took the boy in her arms, and with practiced ease, mounted Starspot. She took in a deep, calming breath as she and the group set off, galloping into the distance.  
 
    She had done it. She’d slain the Necromancer, saved the city, and sort of rescued the kidnapped Bo Clan heir. Now, she could find out where her family had been taken.  
 
    Dora clenched the reins tightly. No one messed with the Yellowmoon Menagerie and got away with it! 
 
    . 
 
    “Well? Was she one of the Chosen Ones or not?” an imperious voice demanded of the kneeling abomination before it. 
 
    Far from the walls of the newly cleansed Rahmal’Alram, a man in a pitch-black robe and silver mask stared at his creation, waiting for the report. 
 
    The gangly, misshapen grey monster hesitated before answering. 
 
    “Unsure. Wields powerful Light magic. But no trace of divinity.” The creature’s chest-mouth flapped obscenely as it spoke to its creator and master. 
 
    The man with the spiral-etched mask sighed and rubbed his temples. “Honestly, sometimes I wonder why I even bother making Simacrulum with intelligence if they cannot complete the missions properly.” 
 
    A tingle of unease ran through the artificial monster, but hid it well. Ever since it had been struck by the overwhelmingly pure energy the half-orc Healer had used to dispel all the Undead from within the warehouse, it had felt… different. Incomplete. As if it had gained something, and suddenly knew how empty and wretched its existence was.  
 
    The agent of the World Rebellion sighed and shook his head. “I don’t have time for what-ifs and half answers. Tell me; is she a Chosen One? And give me your best guess.” 
 
    The abomination wanted to say ‘yes.’ It wanted to please its master. It wanted to reveal that the light she had filled the world with was as close to divine as mortally possible. But at the same time, it did not want to hurt the young woman with the beautiful soul. It knew what the next order it would receive would be if it said ‘yes.’  
 
    “No.” 
 
    The spiral-faced man grumbled to himself, before turning to the creature he had made from lead. 
 
    “Hmm. That’s good. But, we can’t have such a powerful Light mage running around unchecked.” 
 
    The abomination stiffened, but the man in black robes ignored its gesture. 
 
    “Continue to watch her. If she becomes a threat to our plans, eliminate her.” 
 
    The creature relaxed slightly, and eagerly nodded. Yes. It wanted to be close to her. Close to the light. It would serve as a watcher in the dark. 
 
    “Your will be done.” Its master nodded, pleased. 
 
    “Let the world rebel,” the man with the spiral mask intoned, before sinking into the shadows and vanishing.  
 
    Once its master was gone, the being rose steadily to its feet. It had a new mission. And, it had a sense of anticipation. It looked towards the dust cloud steadily rising in the distance. She was on the move. Time to get to work. 
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