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The snow had come early.

It wasn't unusual to have snow in this pass. In the depth of Cold-time, sometimes up to ten prince's mark of snow would fall here in one storm. But this wasn't the depth of Cold-time. This was still Color-time and such snows were rare. Such storms as these always portended danger.

They stood in the stone watch tower, the fire raging in the center of the last enclosed floor. Another fire raged on the top of the tower, to light the way for wayward travelers and also to let the Demon-spawn know that the tower was manned, that they were being watched. Four of them them stood around the fire, hands out, their winter fur coats pressed against them to ward of the wet, bone-chilling cold that leeched in under the door and through the windows.

The fifth one stood by the window, watching. He was supposed to be on the top, outside, the full view the tall tower gave of the narrow pass the best place to watch for unwanted guests.

And the Demon-spawn were certainly unwanted.

But the stark wind and blowing snow made it pointless to stand up there and so he stood here, by the window, watching as the snow piled up. He could feel the cold through the window, could feel wind rattling it as if it wanted to break it out and inundate the room with its icy talons.

No one was coming anyway.

Demon-spawn hated the cold and the snow.

Rimwick Gorge was one of only three passes through The Barrier Mountains and it was the widest at only ten prince's mark, just enough for a wagon to pass through. It had held back the Demon-spawn for centuries if not millennia and those standing here in the tower knew that it would hold them back tonight also.

The Gorge of Dragon to Sunward-side was far more steep and rugged, the narrow steps that lead the final five king's mark to the upper pass a nightmare for any army that might consider going that way. Not that the Demon-spawn cared about such things. It was well known that the Demon-spawn used up their ground forces like raking leaves on the grass. There were always more.

Besides, the Dragon protected that pass with a vengeance, not even allowing any of the other races to go through much less the Demon-spawn.

The Misty Gap was the last pass, still further sunward-side and tucked into a ravine that held a raging torrent of water. One could get through if one didn't mind getting drenched and in the Cold-time, it was impassable. 

So if the Demon-spawn were going to come, this was where they would attempt it: Rimwick Gorge. They had already tried all Warm-time and Color-time long this year, with a zeal that was daunting to those guarding the passes. The dead had piled up almost as high as the snow and it was even thought that perhaps the Demon-spawn were purposely  throwing themselves at the pass to create such a pile of dead that they could climb over them and over the Barrier Wall itself.  

No one put such a macabre stunt passed the Demon-spawn. Their fanatic desire to breach The Barrier Mountains was well known.

“It's getting worse,” the one by the window said as he blew on his hands and stomped his feet.

“Then we won't have to worry about anyone attacking, will we?” another answered in their sing-song Galadrim Elven. It wasn't a language as aesthetic as Palaruk Elven, but then the Palaruk Elves thought their shit didn't stink, so there was that.

The Galadrim Elves had controlled the mountain strong-holds of The Barrier Mountains ever since they kicked out the Dwarves during the Dragon Wars, thousands of years ago or so the history said. The Galadrim were forgers of weapons, master forgers of weapons and they found the forges and deep furnaces of the Dwarven Kingdoms to their liking and so while everyone else was fighting the Dragon for control of the land, the Galadrim infested The Barrier Mountains and in centuries of grueling warfare, forced the Dwarves from their ancestral homes and to the sea.

Now the Dwarves were seafarers, traders par excellence, controlling the sea-trade like they once controlled the mountains. But deep inside each Dwarf was the longing for a return to the mountain depths and the Galadrim were well aware of this. And so they fortified The Barrier Mountains and made them impregnable, especially their beautiful yet buried city of Imyseluna in the Shadowed Tips. No one had breached those walls for a thousand years and no one ever would if the Galadrim had anything to say about it.

Imyseluna was likened to a crystal cave within which was a fire of the gods themselves. Those who had the fortune, or misfortune as most would say, of ever seeing it first-hand spoke of the magnificent beauty of the city as well as the constant clank-clanking of the forges and the smell of the furnaces that turned out the finest weapons in the land. 

It was said that to own a blade forged by the Galadrim was to hold perfection in your hand. Not many could afford one. Those who could usually made sure that everyone else knew they had one. It was said that the Angelicus blades had been forged by the very first Galadrim who had been slaves of the gods and goddesses. When they had seen the incredible workmanship the Galadrim had created, the gods and goddesses had set the Galadrim free and thus had set loose upon the land weapons that would spill much blood in anger.

“When is it my turn to stand by the fire?” the one by the window asked.

“When we decide it is and not before.”

“That doesn't seem very fair.”

“Stop complaining, wet-ear, else we make you go up above and stand outside.”

He frowned and sulked but said no more. Going outside in this was not what he wanted to do. If he was already cold with a stone wall between him and the wind, he could only imagine what it must be like out in the open. He wrapped his cloak about him tighter as a particularly strong gust rattled the window.

He squinted and pushed his face closer to the window. “Hey, I think I just saw something out there.”

“There isn't anything out there but snow and ice. Stop being so paranoid.”

“No, really, I swear I saw something....” 

A furry hand broke clean through the window, grabbed him by the throat, then pulled him out to a shower of shredded skin and blood. His agonizing and terrifying scream echoed around the room and then ended abruptly. The four others looked at where their comrade had just been for a moment as if they didn't understand what had happened, then scrambled for weapons. 

The room was inundated with Demon-spawn within a matter of seconds as they flew in through the now broken window frame. The fight was intense. The Galadrim were not only known for forging weapons, they were also known for being able to use them very effectively and so the Demon-spawn bodies started to pile up but shear numbers decided the outcome and then it was all over as the surviving Demon-spawn started to eat the dead and, with one poor soul, not yet dead Elves to his agonized screams.

Out in the snow, down below the tower and the wall, standing on one of the many large boulders that had been rolled out of the way to make the defensive systems that guarded the pass, stood a Demon-spawn leader, a one Xoher. He had on a heavy overcoat, the fur lining of white snow-leopard warm and soft. He stood tall, a good seven prince's mark and was broad shouldered and muscular, though it was hard to tell through the overcoat. The hood was pulled over his head but his muzzle still stuck out, the muzzle of a tiger, the whiskers on one side tore off, the scar present a daily reminder of the duplicity of the Elves.... All Elves. 

One claw, a furred claw that ended with extended talons, the jagged scar that ran across the back to the missing little finger, another reminder of the numerous battles he had been in, rested on the hilt of a massive claymore. The other claw rose a little and a smaller Demon-spawn came scurrying over. “Yes my lord.”

“Have them keep the fire on the top burning. Have them put more wood in if they need to. We can't let the other towers know that we've taken this one. Surprise will be the great equalizer this evening.”

“Yes my lord.” He scurried off to deliver the orders.

Xoher raised his head a little and sniffed.

Yes.

Soon those on the other side of The Barrier Mountains would know the wrath of the Rakhasa. The seers had seen the signs, had felt the eruption of power that the savior had given to herald her arrival. She was stronger than even the most optimistic mages had predicted and she would bring the Rakhasa their revenge and would give them back their inheritance that the other races stole from them so many millennia ago.

At least that was the theory.

Xoher wasn't so sure about all that.

He never put much faith in spell-casters, especially female ones.....
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There are many forks in the road

one will come across and the choices

made can have dire effects. Then 

there is the occasional spoon in the

road and woe to he who ignores that....

Excerpt from:

An Eye for a Toad:

The Travails of a Bard

Sascha Snowblade

––––––––
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I had nightmares.

There were two of them and whenever I closed my eyes, they appeared with a vengeance. The first one came more often. I was seated at a very large table and around the table were all the people I had killed in my brief life. They were laughing and joking, eating a feast of food, drinking glass of wine after glass of wine and enjoying themselves. I sat at the end, at the place of honor but whenever I tried to eat or drink, the food would disappear when it got close to my mouth. 

I was so hungry.

My stomach would growl and they would all look at me, point and then burst into laughter and it wouldn't end. It just went on and on.

The second one was a bit more ominous.

I was standing in the middle of a large field and all around me were dead bodies, slay by the sword and the spear, the arrow and the axe. There was blood everywhere and the carrion birds were having a feast. I was covered in blood also, my Angelicus sword in my hand, down by my side, the flames gone.

The dream always started here, with them all dead. I had the feeling that I had killed them all, that they had all died by my hand. I was responsible for the death of thousands and then ten figures would appear, standing around me in a circle. They were a mixture of male and female but they were all of the race of Men. They were all beautiful. They shone with a light that seemed to come from inside them and they wore flowing white tendrils of cloth that exposed more than it covered.

They never said anything.

They just stood there and smiled at me and that drove me nuts. Why are you here? What do you want? But they never answered, they just continued to smile as if my killing of all these Elves and Dwarves, Centaurs and Ogres was a good thing and they were glad that it had been done.

I would awake in a cold sweat.

I didn't want to sleep anymore.

But with all the walking we did every day, I was usually tired enough that I would fall asleep for a little bit and that was more than enough for the dreams to come back.

If that wasn't enough, at least once a day, sometimes more, I'd start daydreaming and that was always me killing Stiz. Over and over again I would relive that moment when I snapped his neck and he fell lifeless to the floor.

Needless to say, by the fourth day after I confronted the god Thaagi, I was rather exhausted. Of course, it didn't help any that the night after that fateful confrontation, the tent refused to work. Stiz wrestled with it for a good two hours and then declared that it was either broken, which would really be bad, or it needed to recharge, which was also bad seeing that we would have to sleep out in the open until it decided it was charged enough for us to enter.

That wouldn't have been all that bad since Hundfanger had taught me how to make camp and sleep out in the open. It was the rain that made it a problem. It started the day after my confrontation with Thaagi, a light drizzle that didn't seem to want to stop. In the forest, with Hundfanger, I had always been able to make a fairly comfortable bed with pine needles and leaves but out here in the open, with few trees and mostly just tall grass and dirt, it wasn't all the easy and then everything was wet.

The rain didn't let up and now it was the fourth day, three days since the tent stopped working and we were all rather grumpy, cold, and wet. It meant that tempers were short. Everyone but Pyros that is. He was by far the most even tempered person I had ever met.

Al and Deirdre were at each other's throats on an hourly basis and Tzigana even had enough of their bickering and cast a spell on them. I believe it was deafness. Worked for a while. I didn't really mind the two of them. I didn't even hear them. I would practice bringing up spells without there being a danger to me, bringing up both lists and seeing what spells would work together.

I did catch Al's hair on fire once.

Tzigana healed that but he didn't talk to me for a good two days. I also managed to turn Pyros' scales green, then blue. It was a pretty blue. He didn't seem to think so. He doesn't have much fashion sense, really. I even managed to aggravate Tzigana when I made branches start sprouting out of her back. That one took a while to reverse.

So what else happened during those four days?

Oh yeah, I spoke with Deirdre about the kiss. That didn't really go as I thought it would. I still don't understand what happened. Anyway, I invited her into my room that night. Stiz didn't want to leave. He seemed to think that something was going to happen between us that he didn't want to happen.

Well too bad.

I put a suggestion into his mind that he had to shit really bad and even that didn't seem to do the trick until finally I thought his eyes were going to burst out of his head and he ran out. 

I asked Deirdre to sit on the bed next to me.

I kissed her again, a much longer kiss than we had shared before and she seemed to be enjoying it and her hand wandered to a breast – not sure what that was all about as I'm sure mine felt just like hers felt – and then she suddenly pulled away, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand and looking at me with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance.

“Can you show me how to have sex without a reamis?” I asked her. I was ready to find out what it was really all about and I figured that if I started with Deirdre, it would be easier when I found Hundfanger.

“No.”

No? Did she just say no? “What do you mean no?”

“No, I won't. Tzigana is right. You're too young. I keep forgetting that you're only sixteen. You look so much older.”

“What does that have to do with it? Before you argued with Tzigana that the age difference didn't matter. Did she talk to you?”

“She did and she convinced me that you're too young. When you turn eighteen, I'll be more than happy to show you, but not before. If we're even alive at that time.”

“Eighteen? That might as well be like ten years away.”

“It's only two, maybe even less seeing that you don't know how close to seventeen you are.”

“This isn't fair. Tzigana shouldn't have said anything to you.”

“Aurora, don't rush this. You'll have plenty of time to experience sex.”

“Why is everyone always so worried about my age? I got the same treatment at the monastery. I was never old enough for anything and then Hundfanger said that I wasn't old enough to learn about my parents. This sucks.” I stood and approached her but she backed out of the room.

“No Aurora. It's not right.”

“Says who?”

“Says me and since I'm the one you want to show you, then that's the way it's going to be. Okay?”

“No, it's not okay.” I sat down, crossed my arms over my chest and pouted. I hated this. Everyone always said I was too young. Well I obviously wasn't too young to decide the fate of the land, now was I? The gods and goddesses didn't think that I was too young. If I was old enough for them, then I should be old enough for this sex thing. 

I was so mad.

She left and I sulked the rest of the night.

Then the dreams came when I fell asleep.

I was not having a good few days.

I did manage to learn how to shoot my bow with my larger breasts. Sure I could use the spell to make sure that the arrows always hit, but I needed to make sure that the arrows at least left the bow without interference. I checked myself out that night – this was before the tent decided to stop working – in the nice mirror that the tent was kind enough to provide and sure enough, they were bigger. They used to be just small, manageable bumps but now they stuck out about twice as far. They were still firm but they were much fuller and it made my blouse and leather vest rather tight. They weren't anything near the size of Tzigana's, which was really fortunate because that would have been a disaster. 

I asked Stiz the second night if he liked them larger and he started choking on the jerky he was chewing on. I went over to hit him on the back and of course my breasts were hanging in his face and he starting grabbing his throat and not breathing. I was finally able to get the piece of jerky to fly out of his throat and he lay down, hand over eyes for several minutes, panting.

“If you didn't eat it so fast, you wouldn't have that problem,” I told him as I sat on the ground and looked down at myself, wondering if they were ever going to stop growing.

“That isn't it. You can't just do that to me.”

“You've seen them before.”

“That's not the point.”

“So?”

He turned his head to look at me and pulled his hand away, saw that I was still topless and closed his eyes. “Aurora, you're sixteen now, almost seventeen and you need to stop showing everyone your breasts like that.”

“It's just you. So what do you think?”

“Everything on you is perfect, Aurora.”

“Really? Thanks.”

“Now put a blouse on please before Al comes back from whatever it is he's doing and has a heart-attack.”

We had pitched a smaller lean-to for Stiz and I to get out of the rain but it really didn't work all that well.

“Why would he walk in?”

“Because that's how it seems to work with you.”

I sat there staring at him and he looked over a few times but just as quickly closed his eyes and looked away. “Aurora, please.”

“Will you show me how this sex thing works? Deirdre says that I'm too young.”

“I've asked you many times before not to ask me that, not to tempt me. You're too young, Aurora. And Deirdre is right. Wait.” He sat up and looked at me, apparently forgetting that I was still top-less. “What exactly did you ask Deirdre?”

“To show me.”

“You can't do that. This was such a big mistake to join this group. Big mistake. And no, Aurora, I will not show you. Not until you are older and probably not then either. I care for you too much.”

I pursed my lips. “Had I asked you this back a few years ago, you would have no hesitation. Why is that? Apart from Hundfanger killing you if you tried.”

“Apart from that little fact?”

“Yes. Why are you so reluctant now? Am I not so beautiful anymore?”

“You're even more beautiful then back then and that was a different time and I was a different person. So no, it's not going to happen.”

“Why?”

“I told you why. Now stop asking.”

“But that isn't fair. Why is everyone always telling me what I can and can't do? I'm all grown up now. I've killed people. I defeated two sorceresses. I faced-down a god. When will everyone think that I'm old enough?”

“When you turn eighteen probably I would... Wait, what god?”

“Thaagi. He's the one who has been talking to me in my head.”

“What? Since when?”

“Since I started using spells. He always wants me to use Black Magic. Didn't we talk about this already?”

“No. And that would make sense. Thaagi is one of the most evil of the gods. He's the God of Chaos. And when did you talk to him?”

“That day when I asked you to go scout ahead.” I looked down at myself again. “So you think they're fine like they are? Will they get bigger?”

“Aurora, your breasts are fine. Stop obsessing about them.”

“I'm not obsessing.”

“Yes you are. Just like your obsessing about sex. Just put it all aside for now. You're too young. And what did the god Thaagi want with you?”

“I'm not too young. Stop saying that.”

“Thaagi?”

“I think he's very old.”

“No, what did he want?”

“Oh. Me. He's the one who wants me to go to that Thomdohr place and train with him.”

“He doesn't want you to train with him, at least not in the way you're thinking. How is it that you talked to him?”

“It's because of what you discovered when you talked to Silvanus. Oh, and I talked with her also. She's very beautiful.”

“Yes she is.” He put his head in his hands again and rubbed his temples. “Please put a blouse on, Aurora. Please?”

“Fine.” I pulled my blouse on. “There, happy?”

“Yes.”

“I don't see what the difference is.”

“To me, the world. Now tell me about Thaagi and Silvanus.”

“Silvanus basically told me the same thing you did. And I made a deal with Thaagi.”

“He doesn't make deals.”

“He did with me. See, there you go again thinking that I can't do anything on my own, that I'm too young.”

“That's not what I'm saying. Thaagi is the God of Chaos. He doesn't make deals, not with anyone. He's one of the most selfish and self-aggrandizing deities around. What was the deal?”

“That he would stop talking to me and trying to get me to use Black Magic spells and in return I would go find him after I found Hundfanger and see what it is he wants to show me.”

Stiz stood and stared at me with wide eyes, hitting the top of the lean-to and spilling water all over himself. “You what?!”

“It's done with so there's no point in complaining about it.”

“There's plenty of reason to complain about it. He's not going to abide by that. And there is no way that either me or Hundfanger is going to let you go and get, quote, trained, unquote by the God of Chaos. The only thing he wants to train you in sex.”

“Oh, really?” Maybe he'd show me how it works.

“Yes, really. There is no way that he's going to follow through with this.”

“I think he will. I think he might be afraid of me.”

“Ha!” He started to pace, as much as he could in our little lean-to. “He's a god, Aurora. He isn't afraid of anyone.”

“Don't be condescending to me.”

“I'm not. I'm being realistic.”

“He hasn't bothered me since I made the deal with him.”

“Have you been in need of using spells?”

“No.”

“Then that's why. You wait when we get in the next combat situation and you'll see. Please Aurora, in the future, don't make any deals with gods. Please?”

“I can do what I want to do, Stiz.”

He stopped pacing and looked over at me. “Aurora. You're only sixteen. These gods and goddesses are like thousands of years old. You're just a game to them, someone to play with and laugh at when you fall right into their traps. They all think that they're better than us, more intelligence, more moral. You can't trust any of them.”

“Not even Silvanus?”

“Well she's different.”

“You're a hypocrite is what you are.” I stood and hit the tent also. I was getting tired of this conversation. “The goddess you talk to is great but the one I talk to can't be trusted. It's so unfair. Just like the whole sex thing.”

“He's the God of Chaos! Of course he can't be trusted!”

“Don't yell at me. And I'm going to go find Al and have him show me how this sex thing works.” He stepped in front of me and I looked at him with raised eye-brows. “Really Stiz?”

“No way are you having any intimate anything with that Man. You way.”

“I can do what I want to do, Stiz. You don't control me. Now get out of my way.”

“Or what? I'm not letting you ruin your life with Al.”

“How is it ruining anything? Get out of my way.” I said the words distinctly and forcefully. He didn't move. I made to get around him, which wasn't all that easy considering that the lean-to was rather small. “Stiz, I don't want to hurt you.”

“I'm not moving and I'm not letting you do that. You can physically move me out of the way if you want, but I'm not moving.”

I frowned at him, started to bring spell lists up and then suddenly realized what it was that I was doing. What was I doing? This was Stiz. His death flashed before my eyes, his death at my hands and I stepped back, stumbling a little, my head suddenly hurting real bad. I just almost threw a spell at Stiz, a dangerous spell. At Stiz.

What was going on?

“Aurora, what's wrong?” 

I felt his hands on my shoulders and I found that I was completely unbalanced and I sat down heavy on the ground. “I... I almost hurt you. I...” I looked up at him and could feel the tears starting, the tears that seemed to come so easily now. “I almost killed you again.”

“Again? You could never do that, Aurora. I'm not afraid of that at all.”

“You should be,” I said with force and then realized that I didn't mean to say that. 

He moved a little further away from me but keep his hands on my shoulders.

“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say that. I don't know where that came from.”

“Thaagi. He's somehow gotten into you. I don't know why you thought you could make a deal with him and I don't know why the goddess Silvanus would ever allow that, but he's inside you. That was him talking, not you.”

The tears were flowing now freely and I leaned into him and found my head on his shoulder and cried there for a good ten minutes. Then I told him everything that happened and how I killed him.

He was quiet for a while and I wiped my eyes and looked at him, knowing that I had lost him as a friend. Who would want to be my friend after I had killed them? I started to cry again because of all the people in my life, Stiz was the last person that I would want to loss. I was beginning to think that Stiz might be even more important to me than Hundfanger.

“I didn't mean to do it, Stiz. Please forgive me. Please?”

He smiled at me and then reach over and wiped the tears out of my eyes and pushed an errand strand of hair from my face. “I know that, Aurora. That wasn't you. That was Thaagi. That's just the sort of thing he excels at and loves to do.” He lifted my chin up so that I was looking at him. “I know that you could never hurt me.”

“But I almost just did again.” I touched his cheek. “I'm so sorry.”

“Aurora, it wasn't you. I think that Thaagi is still in you, just dormant. You might have made a deal with him, but he's been around a long time and isn't about to lose his hold on you that easily.” He wiped a few more tears away, then stood, hit the lean-to, cursed, then sat. 

“I think I need to leave you all so that I don't hurt any of you in the future,” I said as I wiped my own eyes.

“Like udun. That's not ever going to happen. The only way that I'm leaving your side is when I've been dead for several days.”

“Don't say that. I already watched you die once. I don't think I can do that again.”

“Good. Then you need to stay with me. And the others, they might be very, very annoying but there is strength in numbers and Tzigana and Pyros can be very useful. Not so sure about the other two, but they appear to be a part of the group package. Were you really serious about asking Al to show you about sex?”

“Yes. Well, I don't know. I'm just so tired of not being able to do things or have things explained to me because I'm too young. I hate that.”

“I know. And I'm sorry also but when it comes to things like sex, I'm not going to let you ruin it by doing something stupid.” He knelt in front of me, looking into my eyes with an intensity I had never really seen in him before. “Listen Aurora. There's someone we need to go and see. I want him to look at you, to determine if Thaagi is still hiding in there somewhere.”

“Can't we just ask Silvanus?”

“No. I think from here out we need to not trust any of the gods and goddesses anymore. There's something else going on here and until I know what it is, I think it best that we keep all this between us. Okay?”

“Sure. But we need to find Hundfanger.”

“I know. This person I want to see, he's on the way. Well, maybe a little bit out of the way, but not much. It's important.”

I smiled at him. “I trust you. Stiz.”

“Thanks.” He touched my cheek and I felt a flush. He stood and started to walk out of the lean-to and into the rain, then stopped. “And please don't be kissing anyone anymore.” He looked back at me. “Your breasts are perfect, Aurora. And I doubt that they're going to get much bigger than they are. You're probably going to need to get a new set of clothes, though. That blouse is way too tight. Al is going to have real issues with you looking like you do and we don't need that.”

“And Deirdre?”

“Her too. Don't trust her. She's a thief. She's only looking out for herself. No one else.”

“Tzigana and Pyros?”

“You can trust them to a point, I'm sure. But all this, that we talked about, what you did with Thaagi? Let's just keep that between us.”

“Okay.”

He smiled at me and then left.

I stared at into the rain for a while, then had an errand thought that I couldn't trust Stiz either. Now where did that come from....?
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When the Imbe first made her presence

known, I had a feeling in my loins of

complete ecstasy. I had never felt such

power before and I knew that one day,

I would possess her body, mind, and soul.

Then she turned back time and I was 

instantly in love.

Excerpt from:

A Tale of Cognition

The Ulcu-Wizard Rujan Binefakir 
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As you can probably guess, the next few days were not very fun. With the rain, the failure of the tent, and my complete feelings of guilt, I was a mess. To top it all off, everyone else was grumpy also. My nightmares continued to haunt me and the daydreams of me killing Stiz popped up more and more often ever since my talk with him.

I actually started to look for a combination of spells that would stop the rain and make it sunny out. Never did find one. Maybe I could try to create one from scratch. I tried that but it was an utter failure. All I managed to do was make the grass grow around where I slept that night so that when I awoke from my nightmares, the grass around me was like two prince's mark tall and I couldn't see anything. 

It was that day that I noticed that Al was shaking.

I thought maybe it was the cold and damp, but he had a very nice looking great overcoat and it should have kept him very warm and dry, like mine did. Turns out that the one I bought from the bird-lady was both water-resistant and very warm. I could feel the magic inside it. It was subtle, but I eventually could feel it, especially when it started to rain.

Anyway, Al was shaking and he was mumbling to himself and I asked Tzigana what that was all about and she told me that it was withdrawals. Withdrawals from what?

Alcohol.

That was when I realized that with the tent not working and no villages or towns or any signs of civilization since we left Magewich, he had run out of his drink and this was apparently what happened to someone who drank as much as he did and then didn't get anymore.

How awful.

I actually felt sorry for him.

Deirdre told me not to, that it was his own fault for drinking too much but I still thought it terrible. I asked Tzigana if she could heal him. She told me that she had already done that three times and it was just a waste of her abilities because as soon as he found more alcohol, he got drunk again.

She called it an addiction.

She said that if I wasn't careful, I'd become addicted to casting spells. I laughed at her, a half-hearted laugh that kind of fell out of my mouth and wriggled on the grass for a while before Pyros stepped on it. I don't think I convinced her of anything.

On the seventh day, the drizzle stopped.

It was replaced with wind gusts and periods of intense rain followed by dry spells that seemed to me to be a tease of the weather gods. It was very fortunate that later that afternoon, we saw the wisps of smoke coming from the other side of a hillock and I thought that Al was going to pee all over himself he got so excited.

“Civilization!” he shouted and started running. Scrolls and other assorted personal pieces of his life fell out like a trail of bread-crumbs to follow as he made his way head-long toward the smoke. Tzigana yelled after him to stop and wait, but it was to no avail and he disappeared over the hillock within a matter of minutes. We followed along, picking up the pieces of his life and that was when I discovered that magic-users like Al, who was considered a wizard, had to use spells that were either in a book or on a scroll.

“Why don't they just memorize them like I do?” I asked in general.

Pyros answered me as he also picked up the scattered and sad remnants of Al's life. “Wizards aren't like that. They have to read their spells from lists, verbatim, else they don't work. They don't have the natural magic ability that you have and certainly not the mental capacity to memorize all their spells.”

“Well that seems rather annoying. Oh look, a love spell. Really? There's a spell for that?”

Deirdre grabbed the scroll out of my hand. “Are you serious? I knew it wasn't natural. That bastard. That fucking bastard.” She started tearing the scroll into little pieces, cursing and mumbling the entire time.

No one seemed willing to tell me what that was all about.

We crested the hillock and sure enough, there was a small town in the vale below with tilled fields around it. There were several trees and what looked to be a road coming from the Sunward side, lined with trees and leading down to the river. The Cobalt River had come out of the gorge a day back and had widened until it was rather large and slow moving. It was pretty neat. I had only really seen streams and brooks and so this was something completely different. And I could see why it was called the Cobalt River.

It was a deep blue color.

Tzigana explained that it was because it was deep here and it was reflecting the sky. I looked up, then back at the river and didn't see it. Anyway, she told me that it was over fifty prince's mark deep and I told her she was lying. There was no way that it was that deep. The streams and brooks by the monastery were barely a prince's mark deep so how could this be so deep?

I hated it when people tried to tell me something that wasn't true.

Then I noticed that the road continued on the other side of the wide river and there was a floating platform on the river with long ropes that stretched across the river and were tied to very large dead tree trunks with a pulley system. Pyros explained that it was a Fairy.

I looked at him, then at the platform. “I don't mean to contradict you, but I've read about Fairies and they're very small, have wings, and are magical. That,” and I pointed at the wooden platform that looked rather large to me, “Isn't a Fairy.”

“Not that kind of Fairy. It's spell f e r r y. It's a boat that takes people across bodies of water.”

Now he was trying to convince me that there were bodies in the water. I didn't see any.

“No. It's just an expression. That boat, called a ferry, takes people across the river. I didn't know that there was one here. You see, this river is a strategic barrier and there are few and far between crossings for defensive reasons.”

“Oh, that I understand. I know all about strategy.”

“Of course you do.”

He was right. With the exception of the two bridges at Magewich, I hadn't see any way to cross this river until this ferry. I wondered if the real Fairies were upset that their name was being used to describe a wooden platform. I would be. Yes, that's an aurora and it's used to take people across the land. That would annoying.

I also noticed that both Tzigana and Pyros suddenly became very tense and each one put a hand to weapon and started to looked around far more than they usually did. 

“You might want to un-sling that bow of yours, my dear.”

Okay. I did and held it ready. “Why?”

“Do you seen any people? There should be workers in the fields gathering up the last of the crop and getting the fields ready for the Cold-time. I don't see anyone wandering around the village either.”

“Oh. Yes, I see that. Or don't I mean. Where are they all?”

“Don't know, my dear, don't know. Just keep your eyes open, especially the closer we get to that grove of trees.”

I reached out with my mind toward the trees and felt them. Most had very simple minds but one was cunning, that was the only word that came to me when I felt him. “There are twenty of them.”

Tzigana, Pyros, and Deirdre stopped.

Stiz and I walked a little further before I realized that they had all stopped. I looked back at them. “What?”

“Ambush.”

“So?”

“We generally try not to walk into ambushes, Aurora,” Pyros explained.

I supposed that made sense. “And what about Al”

“He's probably already walked into it,” Pyros said.

“Swears the fucker right,” Deirdre said. “Love spell. Seriously?”

I continued to walk over the hill.

“Where are you going?” Pyros asked.

“To find this ambush. How bad can it be?” Stiz walked with me and I could tell that he was looking back at the others and shrugging his shoulders. 

So... Like I was saying.

The road ran down to town through a grouping of trees and as I got to within about fifty prince's mark, three little arrows hit me in the chest and bounced off. Ouch. I looked down at them and saw that they were rather small and I don't think they would have penetrated my skin even if I didn't have the glyph. I picked one up and looked at it.

Odd.

Then I looked at the trees and lo and behold, out stepped about twenty little fellows. They were a little taller than Deirdre but they were all green and had odd proportions and their heads looked odd. They had ridiculously large and pointed ears, ridiculously large and dog-like noses and a mouth full of very sharp teeth. They only wore a loin-cloth around their waists and each one had the cutest little toy bow in their hands.

They were adorable.

They were my first Goblins I had ever seen. I'd read all about them and knew their language and what were they doing here?

Then out from around a tree trunk stepped a much larger looking individual and who did he have by the neck? A naked Al. Really, he was completely naked there was this rather nasty looking dagger at his throat.

This creature stood as tall as me and looked for all intents and purposes like a gorilla. His skin was an ashen gray, his piggish face reminded me of Tzigana but he  somehow seemed uglier, more brutal even. He had tusks jutting out from his under-bite and was stooped over, the tuft of black, curly hair on the very top of his head almost like an after-thought.

“Stop where you are, she-elf, else I open his throat like a stuffed pig.”

Really? Well that was rather rude.

“Does anyone here speak Orc?” Pyros asked.

“It's close to Ogre, but he's got a real strong accent and I can't make out anything,” Tzigana answered.

I looked at the Orc and at Al, who seemed rather terrified. Still not sure why he was naked. “We don't mean you any harm,” I said in Orcish.

They all looked at me as if I had something crawling on my face. 

“What?”

“You speak Orcish?” Deirdre asked.

“Of course she does,” Pyros said with what I swear was frustration in his voice. “She probably also speaks Goblin.”

“I do.”

Pyros put his hand in the air and rolled his eyes.

“What's he want?”

“I don't know. He just said that if we come closer, he'll slit Al's throat like a stuffed pig.”

“Good!” Deirdre yelled at the Orc. “Go right ahead.”

Al's eyes widened.

“Didn't think I'd find out about the love spell, did you, you fucking bastard you! And here I thought you actually liked you!”

“Deirdre, is this really the time for this?” Tzigana asked with a tsk. 

“You bet it's the time. If he wants to live, we'll come clean is what he'll do. YOU'RE A PERVERT!!” she screamed at him.

The Orc seemed confused.

I was also.

“Why is the Halfling yelling at me?” the Orc asked.

“She isn't. She's yelling at the Man.”

“Oh. Your accent is horrible you know.”

“I figured as much. It's hard to get the accent right from a book.”

“You learned Orcish from a book?”

“I did. Goblin also. Hi guys. How are you all doing?” I asked in Goblin. Three of them waved at me and one even smiled.

“Hey, what are you doing? You don't wave at the enemy,” the Orc chastised them. They put their hands down and hung their heads.

“So how about we go to the local tavern, have a beer and you teach me the proper accent?” I thought that was a reasonable option.

“Why would I do that? I'm a bandit. I make my living stealing other people's money.”

“That doesn't seem like all that smart a profession.”

“Works for me.”

“You do well at it?”

“Well enough for my needs.”

Well, at least he seemed to like his work. That was always important. “Why is he naked?”

“Intimidation, my she-elf. Intimidation.”

“Do you feel intimidated Al, being naked and all?” I asked him in common.

“I feel very intimidated,” Al whimpered.

I nodded my head. I guess it worked but I had the feeling that I was supposed to be the one intimidated. “I think that perhaps you over-estimate how much affect him being naked offers.”

“You aren't intimidated?”

“No. A little disgusted maybe.”

“Why? You one of those she-elves that likes other she-elves?”

“Not sure yet. Still deciding. So that beer?”

He seemed to relax a little and I thought for sure that he was going to let Al go and invite me to a drink but then the wheels in his head started to work and I think he realized that he was being worked over. “No, no beers. That isn't how this works.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. I've been doing this for many months now.”

He didn't seem all that sure to me.

“Now put all your valuables down on the ground and walk away and don't come back,” the Orc ordered.

“And our wizard?”

“What about him?”

“Will you let him go?”

“Why would I do that?”

“So that we give you our valuables?”

“But he's my leverage.”

“You don't really get how this works, do you?”

“What's that supposed to me?”

Tzigana tapped me on the shoulder. “It'd be nice if you translated for us, my dear.”

“Oh right. So he wants us to put all our valuables on the ground and walk away.”

“And what about Al?” Pyros asked.

“Fuck Al,” Deirdre said, then she stepped forward a little, cupped her hands on her mouth and shouted. “A love spell Al? Really? You basically raped me is what you did!”

“You had sex with Al?” Pyros asked with obvious disbelief.

“Long time ago, before we met Aurora. I thought he liked me. TURNS OUT HE JUST WANTED A BOOTY CALL LIKE ALL MALES!!”

“Is she yelling at me now?” the Orc asked.

“No. Still at the Man.”

“I bought that spell in Magewich,” Al said with a squeak in his voice. “So how could I have used it on you, you stupid half-twit?”

“Yeah, likely story! If you just bought it, then... Oh no way you pervert you. She's only sixteen, Al. You're like thirty or something. That's disgusting. GO AHEAD, SLIT HIS THROAT!!”

“He can't understand you,” I said to Deirdre.

“Is she yelling at me now?”

“No, still not.”

“What's wrong with her? Is she mentally disturbed?”

“Some would say so, yes.” I turned to look at Deirdre. “What are you going on about?”

“He bought that spell to cast on you so that he could fuck you, that's what's going on.”

“Is this true, Al?” Tzigana asked.

“Maybe?”

“I'm going to kick your ass form her to The Barrier Mountains, you bastard you!” Stiz yelled at him.

“You want to do her also, Satyr, so stop being such a hypocrite,” Al yelled back. 

“Your life is in Aurora's hands, so you might want to be honest for the first time in your life and not antagonize anyone else,” Pyros added.

I was, as always, thoroughly confused.

“Are you going to leave your valuables and go?” the Orc asked.

“We're in the middle of a domestic squabble,” I explained. I read that term once in a book and thought it kind of applied here. 

“Oh, well in that case... No, what am I thinking? Leave the valuables or I slit his throat!”

“You said you were going to slit it anyway and it seems that half of our group doesn't mind if you do it anyway, so I think we're at an impasse.”

“What? Why would they want me to slit his throat? Wait, is he not with you? I thought he was part of your group.” He looked over at a Goblin, who shrugged his shoulders back. “Well isn't that just great. He isn't even a part of their group so no wonder they don't care if I kill him.”

“What's going on?” Al asked with his squeak.

“He's going to kill you regardless,” I answered. “So it's kind of pointless for us to give him anything. And just for the record, I was going to ask you to show me what this sex thing was all about so you didn't need a spell. It wouldn't have worked anyway on me.” I looked at him with my smile and I could swear he was starting to cry. That was awful.

“I'm only twenty,” Al said through his tears. “I haven't even started my life yet.”

“Shut up you. No talking from the hostage,” the Orc ordered. He ran his dagger a little more against Al's throat and I could see blood appear.

“Oh for the love of the goddess don't let him kill me, oh please, please....” Al sobbed as he sagged a little in the Orc's arms. 

“Stand up and take it like a Man, you wimp you,” the Orc said as he readjusted his grip. 

That was the opening I was looking for.

Four arrows went flying.

You know, that quiver that Stiz gave me was really great. I never had to reach for an arrow. One just popped into my hand and thus I could fire very rapidly, like I just did. Three Goblins fell over with an arrow in a eye apiece. The Orc fell over also, an arrow sticking out of his forehead. 

Blood spurted out of Al's temple and his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed.

“You killed Al,” Pyros said with a raised eye-ridge.

“Good,” Deirdre said as she started down to where the dead Goblins lay. 

“Oh my, oh my,” Tzigana said as she actually ran down to where Al lay.

“I didn't kill him. He's just grazed, that's all.” I looked down at my left breast. “Still haven't got that sorted out yet. I need to practice more.”

“You could have killed him and I wouldn't have cared at all,” Stiz said to me as he smiled. “If he truly was going to try a love spell on you, then I would have killed him myself.”

“Like I said, it wouldn't have affected me. Anyway, now that I've seen him naked in the sunlight, I don't think I want to be with him like I thought before. He's all pale and his chest is sunk in and his stomach pushed out, like completely opposite Hundfanger.” I pursed my lips. “Not sure what Deirdre ever saw in him.”

“I was under a spell!” she yelled back.

The other Goblins were fleeing into the hills, having dropped their toy bows and screaming as they went, so I  slowly walked down to retrieve my arrows. I really didn't want to kill that Orc. He could have taught me the proper accent to use. What a shame. 

Deirdre was searching the Goblin's loincloth for I don't know what, then showed me a small, round coin. “See? Worth it to always to search. I can buy a pint of ale with this.”

I started to pull my arrows out and one of them was more difficult and so I yanked it and the entire eyeball came out attached, the optical cord still hanging. That was cool. I bought it up to look at it closer.

Deirdre looked at me and then at the eyeball and promptly vomited.

“Oh, are you sick again?” I asked as I plucked the eyeball off and flung it at one of the dead Goblins, where it bounced and then rolled to a stop right by Deirdre.

“No you disgusting person you. That was an eyeball.” She was holding her stomach and had stopped hurling when she noticed the eyeball there on the ground and then it started all over again. She must have a weak stomach.

“You shot me, you bitch you!” Al yelled at me now that Tzigana had tended his wound and he had come around again. He looked at Tzigana for support. “She shot me and only by my lightning reflexes did I manage to avoid it.”

“She grazed you and considering that she didn't have much room to work with, she did a very good job killing that Orc, of which you should be eternally grateful.”

“Grateful? She shot me.”

“If you hadn't of moved at the last second, it would have been a clean shot,” I told me as I cleaned off my arrow heads and put them back in the quiver.

“Had I not moved, that arrow would be sticking out of my forehead now.”

Stiz stepped up to Al, grabbed the hairs on his chest and lifted him up.

“Ow, ow, ow that really hurts.”

“It's supposed to. Did you really have plans to try that love spell on Aurora?”

“Yes?”

“Why would you do that?”

Al's eyes narrowed. “We're talking about the same Aurora, right?”

Stiz pulled, Al fell to the ground with a scream that was very disturbing and Stiz opened his hand and a tuft of hair fell to the ground next to Al. “If I ever think that you are going to force Aurora to do anything she doesn't want to do, I will take that Angelicus sword of hers and stick it up your ass.... While it's burning.”

“Ouch.” Al squirmed a bit on the ground, then crawled away from Stiz. “Don't worry about it, Satyr. I won't take her cherry from you.”

Stiz walked over and kicked him the balls.

Al curled up into a ball.

“Why did you do that?” I asked.

Stiz looked at me, cocked his head a little, then smiled at me. “He deserves it on so many different levels.”

“I couldn't agree more,” Deirdre added as she spit on Al.

“Does anyone know where his clothes are?” Pyros asked.

“I think that perhaps we need to all focus on the villagers coming out to us,” Tzigana said as she pointed at the group of Men coming toward us with pick-forks and axes and looking rather unfriendly considering that we just rid them of the bandits.

Stiz made to leave. “I'll go into the woods over there....”

“No,” Tzigana said firmly. “You're as much a part of our group as any other and if these villagers can't see over their prejudices, then that's their problem.”

Stiz looked over at her and smiled, then nodded his head. “Thank you for that, but I think it best that we avoid confrontation.”

“To udun with that,” Pyros said. “We stay together for now on. If we're going to get Aurora to this Questor, then we need to work as a group. Right Deirdre?”

“Why you looking at me?”

“Because, my dear, you tend to gravitate to anyone new and want to become, how shall I put this? Intimidate with them.”

“That's absurd is what that is.” She crossed her arms over her little breasts and looked as indignant as she could muster. I was sure it wasn't real.

“Deirdre, now that we know you had sex with Al, that means that you've tried it with every male in the party and the new young female,” Pyros said. 

“You had sex with Pyros?” Al asked as he tried to figure out how his clothes went back on.

“No,” she said as she looked away from us all.

“But you did try,” Pyros corrected.

“So?”

“They're getting closer to us and can probably hear us,” I advised. “Wait, did you have this sex thing with Stiz?”

“No. Why would I want to do that with a Satyr?”

“Yes,” Stiz said as he gave me a half-smile and shrugged his shoulders. “Several times in fact.”

“So much keeping that between us, huh?” Deirdre scowled as she shook her head and looked over at us. “What? He's a Satyr. He's always hard.”

Actually, I had noticed that that wasn't the case anymore. His reamis was never sticking out around me anymore. Did that mean that he didn't find me attractive? What did it mean? I was going to have to have a talk with him about all this. It was okay to have this sex thing with the Halfling but not with me. That was so unfair.

As it turned out, the town-folk were over-joyed that we killed the Orc. It appears that he had shown up several months ago and basically started to terrorize the locals, stealing their food and abusing their females, all the while accosting anyone who came along the road to use the ferry, which was the main source of income for the town. Caravans and carts had stopped coming this way ever since. They invited us back to the town and to the tavern to thank us.

I'd never been in a tavern before and I noticed that all of the young Men, and most of the older ones also, couldn't stop looking at me. I assumed it was because of the four arrows I had shot so rapidly. Why else would they be looking at me like that? Anyway, there was a round of drinks for all of us and Al, who now had his clothes back on and was walking rather funny, as if he had something stuck up his ass, laid some coins down and told the guy behind the bar to keep the ales coming until he fell over.

I thought that was an odd request.

And then he sat in a dark corner and didn't even sit with us. Here I go saving his life and he has to be rude about it. Maybe it was part of the withdrawals that Tzigana had spoken of. 

Stiz was given very grumpy and even sometimes down right mean looks from all the males but to my surprise, all the young females flocked to him and now he sat in another corner, four young females sitting around him and one on his lap, regaling them with what I could only assume were stories of his past deeds and they would giggle and bat their eyes and why were they acting so funny? The one on his lap had her eyes rolled into the back of her head and was moaning. So odd people were.

Oh, of course. They were drunk like Al. That would explain it. I was a bit surprised that none of the other males made a commotion about their female-folk all hanging around Stiz but then what did I care? Let him have a good time.

Anyway, I had drunk a few of the brother's beers back in the monastery but this ale was much stronger and they kept putting them in front of me. Tzigana would take them away from me after my second one and I was feeling very happy and asked why she was stealing my ales.

“They're trying to get you drunk, my dear,” she explained to me, “so that they can have their way with you.”

“What way?”

“Sex, my dear,” she explained as she downed what I think was her fifth ale.

“That again?” I looked at the empty tankard in my hand. “What does this ale have to do with that?”

“More than you want to know,” Pyros said as he downed his tenth. Tenth? That was a lot of liquid. Sure he was a large person, but still.....

“So then I can ask one of these Men here to show me what sex is?”

“NO!” came the reply from all of them at once, including Deirdre who seemed to be much happier than she usually was which I found odd seeing that she was doing all that yelling at Al earlier and seemed really upset at him. Maybe there was something to all this drinking after-all. If it made you so happy....?

It was a few hours later and many, many drinks later that a rather large Man came in, bearded and rugged looking, shaking off the rain that had started again. He had a wicked scar across his face that started by his left eye and ran across his nose to his upper lip, which seemed to be curled up in an unnatural aspect. His eyes were dark and brooding and he looked around the tavern as if he expected them all to be here but disappointed nonetheless.

“Why is there a Satyr in here?” he asked with a very rough voice and an accent to his common that I couldn't place. 

“He helped us rid the town of G'rax,” one of the more drunk Men said with enthusiasm.

“Did he really?” He took his over-coat off, hung it up and indicated for a pint. “It's been my experience that Satyr are craven cowards who prey on young girls, lure them into the forest, and take their innocence from them. That's what Satyr do, not save towns from maniacal Orcs.” 

Well that wasn't very nice to say.

Stiz stood and the young females all scattered as if flies being shooed away from a piece of meat. He made to leave. The one who had been on his lap just fell to the floor and stayed there, still moaining.

“Yes, Satyr, you should leave before my sword ends up inside your ass.”

I stood also. Stiz looked at me and made that motion that said I should just leave it alone. But I wasn't about to do that. Turns out that I didn't have to.

Pyros stood, almost touching the ceiling beams. “You have a problem, Man?”

“Yeah I do. With him. Not you. You come from a noble race. Him? He's the product of a goddess' evening of sex and debauchery.”

“Then you have a problem with me,” Pyros said. “He's part of our group.”

“Then you should all leave.”

“No, Gwilym,” one of the females who had been bringing us drinks, spoke up. “You can't just come in here and demand that people leave because of your prejudices.”

“Prejudices? Wasn't it your daughter Hywel who was just raped by a Satyr?”

“Satyr don't rape,” Stiz said and I could tell that he was getting angry. Must be the alcohol. Stiz rarely got angry.

“Like udun they don't. What do you call it when your kind takes a twelve year old out into the woods and violates her? Love?”

“I've never done that. All the females that I've...”

“I don't want to hear it, Satyr,” he interrupted as he stepped over toward Stiz.

Pyros moved also.

“Stay out of this, Dragon-born. I don't want to hurt you.”

“Like you could.”

His sword was out and what a sword it was. I'm pretty sure that it sang when it came out of the sheath and it shined with an unnatural light. “I'll cut up anyone who gets between me and this Satyr. Understand? Yes? Good.”

“Does that include me?” I asked, without looking at him, putting my empty tankard to my mouth and pretending to drink. I didn't like this Man at all.

“Aurora, don't,” Stiz cautioned.

Like I would ever listen to that.

“Oh, is she one of your willing females? How often have you done her up the ass, huh?”

Stiz pushed a chair out of the way and approached the Man. “Don't talk about her like that.”

“What you going to do about it, Satyr? Nothing is what because you're a coward and cowards deserve to die.” His sword went up and made for the down-swing to cleave Stiz in two. 

My Angelicus blade was out and easily stopped his blade dead in its tracks. In fact, as his blade came down and impacted mine, the flaming Angelicus blade sliced clean through his and left him holding the hilt and small part of what was once his sword.

People ran out of the tavern or backed into the corners, staring at me and the flaming sword as if they had never seen one before. Well, I suppose they hadn't if I really thought about it. How often did Angelicus came knocking?

“You broke my sword, bitch. You'll pay for that.” He made to grab me, obviously not one of those intimidated by the presence of a flaming sword. 

I didn't want to really hurt him.... Well no, that isn't true. I wanted to sliced him into so many little pieces that the mice would be able to eat him without a problem. But I didn't want to do it with my sword. I wanted to do it so that he would be humiliated to the extreme.

I put my sword away and spread my arms out. “You want to fight someone, let's start here with me. You beat me, you can do whatever it is you want with the Satyr. But before you start, let me ask you a really simple question. If you're so tough and brave, then why didn't you get rid of the Orc and his Goblins henchmen?”

He looked at me as if he was going to pop one of the veins in his neck. “I'm going to beat you down, then pull that little skirt up and have my way with you while your Satyr boyfriend watches, impotent to do anything.”

I never got the chance to fight him, which really disappointed me because I was looking forward to doing it. Tzigana, of all
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