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Part 1: Undiscovered country

Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith, "Smitty" to his
friends, stared at the young, blonde woman standing in
front of him. A mischievous grin was on her freckled
face. Blue eyes shone at him, promising, promising.

"Hello Joseph. Bet you didn't expect to see me here
hm? Well, I had to see for myself you were doing alright
here."

Joseph Smith took a few slow deep breaths. It
wouldn't do to blow up at the Boss' sister. That would
be... oh hell.

"What by the Light Everlasting do you think you're
doing here?! Have you gone completely mad? Does
anyone know you're here? What if you'd run into the
enemy?"

Selena's jaw dropped. This was not the way it was
supposed to go. She had been planning to melt into his
arms, whispering small words at him, but to do that, he
needed not to be shouting at her.

"But... Joseph?"



"Don't you know that these woods are crawling with
big nasty green bastards, each of which would happily
drink our blood for what we did to them at Stonewatch
Tower? What do you think would happen to you if one
of them got their hands on you?"

"Aww... You're worried about me! Don't worry, I can
take care-"

"You bet I'm worried about you! If the sodding
Blackrock grab you, I'm going to be the lucky guy who
gets to pull you out of their filthy paws! I'm planning a
long and successful miliary career. Being dead
because some stupid girl puts herself in harm's way
does not feature in my plans." Smitty pointed a finger at
Selena. "You suckered me into letting you out of the
castle once, and your brothers nearly dropped me into
the moat for it! I'm not doing that again, damn it!" Smitty
clenched and unclenched his fists a few times, shaking
with anger. "Are you determined to ruin me, or what?"

Selena looked up into Joseph's eyes. This wasn't
supposed to happen!

"But Joseph, I thought... The dance... you..."

"What about it? You are the lady of the castle. What
was I going to do, tell you to get lost?"



Selena's eyes narrowed. "Right, so you weren't
enjoying yourself at all then, were you? Just doing your
duty?"

"My mum told me. Always be nice to girls. Especially
if you happen to be working for their brothers." He
glowered. "But that's beside the point. You are going
straight back to the castle. You're not safe if the enemy
finds out you're here."

Selena's jaw set. "You know, I am a hunter. I am not
entirely defenceless."

"Aye. Just enough of a threat to get you even deeper
in... trouble. There's a party of real hunters coming here
in a few days. If at all possible, I'd like you out of here
before then. Save everybody the embarrassment. You
may have the clothes, but it takes more than expensive
kit to be a hunter."

Selena said nothing for a few seconds. Then, she
slowly took her longbow from her back, still staring at
Smitty. She glanced over the fields. Ah. She jerked her
head.

"See that rabbit over there?"

"What bloody rabbit?"

Selena said nothing. With a sudden rush of feathers, 
Hugin leapt into the air and sped towards a specific



spot on the ground. With hands that moved quicker
than sight, Selena snatched an arrow from her quiver,
fit it to the string and let fly. Some fifty yards further, it
hit something with a brief noise. Hugin flew round,
dipped, picked something up in one claw and came
flying back. Selena held out her hand, looking into
Smitty's eyes as Hugin dropped the rabbit in her hand.
She pulled out the arrow, put it back in her quiver and
handed Smitty the small corpse.

"This bloody rabbit," she said. "Now I'll grant you that
I did not pay for this outfit myself. It comes with the
castle, as do I. My father, may he be part of the Light
Everlasting, gave me Hugin when she was just a chick,
and I know that she's a better bird than many others.
So yes, I've been given more than my share. I am, after
all, part of the family that owns the castle. But my skills
as a hunter are mine, and mine alone." She glared at
the Lieutenant. "Enjoy your dinner."

Selena turned round, and took a few steps while
Smitty stared at the recently-deceased animal in his
hand. He looked up.

"Wait!"

Selena looked over her shoulder, raising an eyebrow.
Well?



"You're not going back alone. I can't spare enough
men for a real escort, so I'll send word to the castle by
courier. They'll come and pick you up. I'm not letting
you risk your life on your own. Meanwhile, I suggest
you stay in Sir Gerrig's bedroom."

Selena opened her mouth to say something, but
Smitty waved his hand.

"I insist." He looked at Selena with an even
expression. "Do I need to insist further?"

Selena gave him an acid look, turned round and
disappeared inside. Smitty looked round, into the
amused faces of the soldiers and workmen.

"Anything to see here? No? Thought not." He pointed
at one of the soldiers. "You. Take this to the kitchen.
Rabbit for dinner tonight."

Mareva and Ariciel stood on the docks, watching the 
plume of steam from the boat disappear behind the 
horizon. That they were friends was the greatest of 
coincidences. Mareva had been born on the faraway 
world of Draenor, a child of the tall, blue-skinned 
Draenei, Exiles in the Common Speech. Ariciel was a 
Keldorei Elf, born in the forests of Darkshore. A little



breeze blew her long, snow-white hair into her eyes.
She gathered it up in a pony-tail, dropped it behind her
shoulders. She looked at Mareva.

"Want to go find the flight-master?"

Mareva shook her horned head. "No. I think I feel like
a run."

She closed her eyes, and let her magic flow. Her
slender body faded, disappeared, and re-arranged itself
into the slightly unwordly, slightly transparent, ghostly
form of a wolf. Because she could never resist it, she
sat down and scratched behind her ear with a hind leg.
She looked up at Ariciel. Ariciel grinned, set off at a
sprint, leapt up, and in mid-air changed her body to that
of a yellow spotted Cheetah. Side by side, they ran
towards the city gates.

The afternoon was drawing to an end when they hit 
the Lakeridge Highway. They would go south of 
Stonewatch Falls, then North. It would have been 
quicker to ride, but neither of them particularly cared 
about getting there quicker. Mareva jumped over a 
small stream, the water just splashing her hind paws. 
The run was doing her good, the wind rushing in her 
fur, the physical challenge in putting her lupine body to 
its best use. They had just seen their boyfriends off to



the cold hard lands of Northrend. Like Ariciel, she
would have given anything to be able to join Stetson
there, but she knew she would only weigh him down. In
their travel forms, they could not talk, but simply having
Ariciel run along with her was comfort of a sort.

Ariciel made a short, growling noise, and shook her
head as they rounded the last bend and the small
castle of Caer Bannog came into view. Ariciel had
slowly come to consider the place 'home', though with
Bannog gone, it seemed a lot less so. Nevertheless,
she would be glad to be under a roof. If this included
dinner, then so much the better. She looked at the sun.
With a bit of effort, they would be there before
mealtime, and the kitchen would not have to cater for
them specially. She turned her bullet-shaped head to
Mareva, and sped up a bit. Mareva gave her a wolfish
grin and followed suit.

 

As they joined Gerrig at the table, they could
immediately see that he was annoyed. Most annoyed.
Ariciel was worried - had some deal with the Orcs gone
sour so soon? She looked round. Also, where was
Selena? Mareva nudged her, and lowered her voice to
a whisper.



"I note that the Lord of the Castle seems displeased
with his sister's absence. Do you think she has done
something less than wise?"

Ariciel gave her a slow look. "Selena? Never. She
would never try to follow the Human she had a crush
on. Not in these uncertain times."

"Indeed. That is precisely the thing Selena would
never do."

"Oh crap," said Ariciel, quietly.

She plied her face in an expression of polite concern
and turned to Gerrig.

"Good evening Sir Gerrig. You seem to be...
disturbed by something. What appears to be the
problem?"

Gerrig turned his head round, and gave Ariciel and
Mareva a grim smile.

"Nothing that a few tight handcuffs and a length of
chain won't take care of, Lady Ariciel. It appears that
my brother was right after all, and that my sister has
taken a more than casual interest in one of the officers
in our little army. She has taken herself to my farm. I
have just had word from Lieutenant Smith. A request, in
fact, to come and bring her back to the castle." Gerrig
sighed. "I will see to it after dinner."



Ariciel shot Mareva a quick glance, then turned back
to Gerrig.

"Sir Gerrig, I would be happy to fetch her here, if you
have no objections. I could leave after dinner, arrive
there before midnight, and be back here tomorrow late
in the morning."

Gerrig looked at Ariciel seriously, shook his shaggy
head. Ariciel wondered for a moment what Bannog
would have looked like when he still had all his hair, but
she pushed the thought to the back of her mind.

"Normally," said Gerrig, "I would be more than
pleased to accept your offer, but we live in dangerous
times. I don't like to ask this of you."

Ariciel raised her hands. "Sir, I am a fighting Druid. I
daresay I can keep myself and Selena out of trouble.
Using my Cat form, I can detect the presence of
enemies from far away, and protect Selena from
attacks. It would remove the need to send a dozen
soldiers or so. Also, I think Selena needs a friend to talk
to now."

"What she needs, Lady, is a piece of footwear
applied to the rear. She has to be taught that her
actions affect all of us."



Mareva made a small noise. "Sir Gerrig, Selena is in
love. She does realise the responsibilities of her
position, but those thoughts have been driven out by
her emotions. From Lieutenant Smith's request, I
assume that he has not reciprocated. I agree with
Ariciel. Selena needs a friend as much as she needs
protection. I assure you, Lady Ariciel is well able to
escort her here."

Gerrig looked from Mareva to Ariciel and back,
saying nothing. He reached a decision.

"Very well. Thank you for your kind offer. Please
return my prodigal sister home, and then I will have a
word with her."

 

"Right," said Ariciel, stuffing things in her backpack.
"Division of labour. I will bring Selena back home. You
talk Gerrig out of fitting her with hand-irons, foot-irons
and a chastity belt. Persuading men to see sense is
definitely where you shine."

"I may start by explaining to him that 'prodigal' does
not mean 'wandering'."

"That kind of detail, I leave entirely up to you."

Mareva sighed. "And I thought that the days were 
over where I had to tell Management what they



wanted."

"Oh, Gerrig's not Management as such. He's a big
softie. If all else fails, talk to Marcia. He's powerless
against her. Well, that's me packed. I'm off."

"Give my regards to Selena," said Mareva, "It is
never pleasant to be scorned."

"Will do. See you sometime tomorrow."

It took four of the Humans to hold him. They were
speaking to him, but Cullan did not listen. He growled,
snarled, bit at the hands that held him. Strangely, they
were only holding him, not fighting back. Cullan briefly
wondered what their intentions could be, but it did not
matter. He would kill them all, taste their warm blood as
they died. The creature holding his leg lost his grip, and
Cullan kicked, sending him flying. Two others took his
place.

"Are you done playing now? There isn't much time."

Cullan looked up. This was not a Human voice. He
looked into the glowing eyes of a man who looked
almost Human, but wasn't. The ears were too long. No
Human had such a purple tone to their skin and hair.
The man came forward.



"Now hold him still. This poison is precious, and I
don't want to spill any."

Cullan bared his fangs, and snarled. The man's
hands shot out, and held his head in a grip that Cullan
knew he could never break. He knew exactly where to
push to open his mouth. From a bottle, he quickly
poured a foul liquid down his throat, then held his
mouth shut, rubbing his hand on Cullan's throat to
make him swallow. Cullan's claws clenched, and he
tried to roar through a mouth held tightly shut. He was
poisoned. Already, he felt his limbs weaken, his
heartbeat slowing down. The Humans and the Elf had
killed him, and he would not even be able to take any
down with him. The world darkened, and his soul
floated, floated away. Just before darkness finally
closed in, he heard a voice.

"The word is potion, Fairbreeze. Potion."

"Good evening, Lieutenant. How go things?" Ariciel
smiled at Smitty, in a friendly way that only hinted at the
possibility of teeth.

"Reasonably well, Lady. Thank you for asking. I 
assume that you are here to collect Lady Selena? She



is in Sir Gerrig's bedroom." After a moment, he added:
"She hasn't come out, even for dinner. I didn't mean to
imprison her there."

Ariciel gave him a Look, one from the great repertoire
of Looks that women have to the ruin of men.

"I imagine that she is not in the mood for dinner.
Things did not work out then, between the two of you?"

Smitty smiled unhappily. "Lady, there is no 'between
the two of us'. We are not equals. She is the daughter
of Old Sir Bannog, part of the Light, and I am just a
soldier. Even if I did return her feelings, 'We' could not
be."

"Hmm. Far be it from me to tell you what to do, but
not three years ago, I was a humble chamber-maid for
the High-borne in Darkshore. Still, I'm now with
Bannog. There's always a way, Lieutenant."

"That may be so, Lady, but you are not a 
chamber-maid now. You are a high ranking Druid of the 
Cenarion Circle, and an honoured guest of the castle. 
Also, meaning no disrespect, you are a Night-elf, and a 
stranger, which places you outside the normal order of 
things." Smitty raised his hands. "I come from a family 
of workmen, who have lived in these mountains for 
countless generations. Those who do not have hands



marinated in weapon-oil, have the grit of the very
mountains under their fingernails. Lady Selena comes
from the ruling class, who sit at the High Table and
steer our efforts to our greatest prosperity. We both
have our place, and we cannot change it, even if we
would."

"Hm. From what Bannog told me, Sir Gerrig the
Ancient came from a family much like your own. His
father, Garth, was a carpenter and a woodsman. Sir
Gerrig distinguished himself in the wars of that time.
You can tell. Caer Bannog was definitely made with
workmen in mind. Bannog pointed it out to me. All the
woodwork has been made so that you can easily
replace beams if ever you'd need to. Gerrig the Ancient
did take care of his own."

"I understand your words," said Smitty. "But I am not
Gerrig the Ancient. I have only been promoted to
Second Lieutenant, and in Azeroth, perhaps a
thousand with me. I have not drawn the attention of the
King yet."

"Well, you have certainly drawn the attention of the 
Lady of the castle." Ariciel's pale grey eyes shone at 
Smitty. "Just imagine. If she was not Lady Selena of 
Caer Bannog, but simply Selena the Hunter girl. Would



you give her a second look?"

"I am more than happy to serve under her. She has a
kind soul, and deserves happiness as much as any of
us. But I cannot give it to her."

"Well, then, Lieutenant. I suggest you draw the
favourable attention of the king to yourself."

"That, Lady, I am working on."

 

Ariciel sat down on the large bed, and looked into the
face of the youngest lady of the castle. Selena's cheeks
were dry, but Ariciel imagined a hurried sleeve drawn
across the face as she heard the knock.

"Oh thank the Light it's you, and not a bunch of
soldiers. I couldn't have born that."

"Hey. Keep your head up! We girls don't do grief, we
give it!"

Selena laughed nervously. Ariciel held out her arms.
Selena hugged her. Ariciel gently stroked her blonde
locks. It would be alright. Just not this very minute.
Selena kept perfectly still, for a few moments. Ariciel
brushed Selena's cheek with her fingers.

"Want to go home?"

Selena sniffed, then nodded.



"Come on, then," said Ariciel.

"What, now? It's almost dark!"

"Yeah. Night-elf, remember?"

"We won't reach the Caer till the morning!"

"Not planning to. Ever sleep under the stars? There's
nothing like sleeping in the forest under the moonlight."

Selena looked out of the window and sniffed the air.

"Under the raindrops, you mean. Smells like rain
out."

"Not for another few hours. Plenty of time to ride a
bit, then build a shelter."

Selena stared at the Night-elf to see if the strange
creature was serious. Best to assume she was.

"I think we can do better than that. I know a hunter's
hide by the lakeside. It has beds. Firewood. A stove. A
roof that'll keep off the rain."

"Oh, alright then," said Ariciel. "Grab your things, and
I'll tell Smitty where we're going."

"Tell him I'm going to drown myself in the lake and
it's all his fault."

"Right-oh."

 



"Take care of her," said Smitty. "I wouldn't want her
to come to harm."

"You do have a soft spot for her."

"There is a whole world between wanting her to
share my table and bed, and indifference. I don't want
her to be unhappy, or fall into the enemy's hands."

"Well, you've been brutally honest with her. Don't
really like the brutal part of that, but once this blows
over, she will appreciate the honesty." Ariciel grinned.
"For now, though, we'll just blame everything on you."

"May as well. Everybody else does. Good travels."

 

Ariciel ran through the forest, shape-shifted into Cat 
form, with Selena behind her. In the open plains, or on 
the road, Selena's horse could have run rings around 
her, but they weren't in open country. There were 
plenty of nice dense trees with low-hanging branches, 
dimly lit by the moon. The moon would often hide 
behind some clouds, and Selena didn't have an Elf's 
night vision, especially not a Night-elf in her Cat form. 
Ariciel grinned to herself. She was deliberately making 
it difficult for Selena to follow her. She was making her 
concentrate on the riding, to keep her from brooding. 
Ariciel's whiskers twitched as she smelt the water in the



distance. North bank of the lake, Selena had said.
Nothing that went on two legs made its presence felt to
Ariciel's sharpened senses. No Orcs, and only Selena
behind her. Good. She didn't really feel like fighting
tonight. A slight drizzle had started, settling like small
dewdrops on her fur. Selena had been right. No doubt,
it would start raining in earnest before long. Better
hurry. Come on, girl!

They emerged from the trees a few minutes later.
The lake lay before them, still as a mirror, with only the
occasional drop of water making slow, widening circles
in the moonlight. Ariciel turned back to her Elf form.

"Which way now?"

Selena pushed back her hood, and looked this way
and that. She pointed.

"That way."

"Sure? I'd like to get there before this rain gets
worse."

"Weren't you planning to sleep in the rain?"

"Yeah, but that was before you told me about this
cosy place half-way to the castle."

"Well, hurry up then. It's about a mile to the East from 
here. Can't miss it. It's right at the bank. Race you



there!"

Selena spurred on her horse, and galopped off to the
East. Ariciel frowned a bit, looked up at the moon, then
changed to her yellow spotted, fast Cheetah form and
ran after Selena.

 

After a while, Ariciel saw the squat shape of a
wooden structure, built half-way into the lakeside. The
door was open, and Selena was on her knees in front
of the little pot stove, trying to light the fire. Ariciel
changed back to her Elf form, and Selena jumped.

"Eep! Didn't feel you coming. Were you hiding or
something?"

Ariciel shook her head. "No. Were you tracking
people, then?"

"Yeah. Usually works."

"I was in my cheetah form. Should have tracked
Beasts."

Selena slapped her forehead. Ariciel grinned.

"Well, no harm done. You'd have spotted any Orcs
like that. Useful. How is the fire getting along?"

"Wood's gotten damp. Stupid bastards stacked it
outside. That means no fire tonight."



"Oh, can't have that. Stand back."

Ariciel closed her eyes, concentrating. She pointed
her hands at the wood, and let go. A small green
fireball shot from her hands, and into the stove. The
wood hissed as Ariciel's Green Fire first dried it, then
set it alight. Selena gave her a look.

"That's cheating. And showing off."

"I can put it out again if you want."

"Didn't say I disapproved. You Druids are dead
useful."

Ariciel laughed, then looked over her shoulder. As if
with the fire, they had signalled someone, it started to
rain as if a second lake had come to visit this one.
Ariciel turned round, and stepped out, just outside. She
turned her face up to the falling drops and closed her
eyes, taking deep breaths, a happy smile on her face.

"Will you listen to that sound? Rain on the water.
There's nothing quite like it. Like thousands of small
creatures, all whispering to each other."

Selena stood behind Ariciel, looking at the falling
rain. The lake looked like it was boiling, shining in the
dim light of moon and stars, framed by the dark shapes
of the trees.



"Get inside, you silly woman! You're getting wet! Rain
on a flat roof is every bit as nice to listen to, and you
get to stay warm and dry."

Ariciel laughed, turned round and closed the door
behind her. She shook her head, drops of water flying
from her hair, long ears flapping. Then, she looked
round. She could almost stand up straight. There was a
heavy table made from thick, solid planks, with
attached benches. Four bunk beds were on the other
end, with straw mattresses. Rain clattered on the flat
roof, with no sign of leaking anywhere. The small cabin
was warming up nicely. Selena lit a few candles. One
of these, she held over the table. Drops of molten wax
fell down, and she put the candle in the small puddle,
waiting for the wax to stick. She let go, and the candle
stood upright. Then, she opened a cupboard and
looked inside.

"Hey! There's a few bags of tea here. Want some?"

"What kind?"

"Brown. The tea kind. No milk, though."

"Good. Letting cows squirt into your tea is strange
and foreign."

"Oh, stop being a snob," said Selena. "Want some,
or not?"



Ariciel raised a long white eyebrow and picked up her
pack. From it, she pulled a bottle, which she put on the
table.

"I think... not."

"Oo! You've come prepared. Are you going to feed
me drunk and have your way with me?"

Ariciel smiled gently. "Naah. You'd just tell me to sod
off. Wouldn't want that." She got out cups and poured
golden white wine into them. She pushed one across
the table to Selena, who picked it up and looked at her
over the rim.

"Don't blame you. It's not nice."

Ariciel said nothing, and sipped wine. Selena took a
small sip of hers.

"You know, I've always meant to stay a virgin till I got
married. Still do, actually, when I can think." She
sighed. "Never had any trouble sticking to it, either. Till
last week." She put down her cup, put her elbows on
the table and looked at the cup, head on her hands.
She turned blue eyes up to Ariciel. "This morning, I was
all ready to throw myself at Joseph, if it'd come to that.
Stupid, huh?"

"Yeah. You can get much more out of a bloke if you
wait a bit."



"Not me, I can't. I'm just not pretty enough." Selena
rubbed her cheek. "Stupid freckles."

"I like your freckles. They're cute. We don't get them
as often."

"Gerrig told me I'd fallen face-first into a cow-pie, and
I should wash them off."

Ariciel nodded earnestly. "Gerrig had a good reason
to say that." Selena looked at her questioningly. Ariciel
grinned. "He's an older brother. Scum, the lot of them."

Selena gave her a look, then laughed. Ariciel swirled
the wine in her cup.

"You're pretty enough to turn heads. I could see
several soldiers looking at you when we were leaving."

"There aren't any girls there. Anyway, they were all
looking at you. You're the exotic beauty here."

Ariciel shook her head. "Don't be so sure." She gave
Selena a grin. "Don't know if you're doing it on purpose,
but when you're carrying that bow on your back, the
bow-string goes right between your boobs. It...
accentuates nicely."

Selena looked down, then back into Ariciel's eyes.

"Oh, come on."



"Hey, I'm a leg girl. You've got nice legs, and still, I
noticed. So did several of the guys there, believe it."

"You're just saying that to make me feel better."

"Doesn't mean it isn't true."

"Look, it's very sweet of you, but I know I'm nothing
special to look at. Nobody is going to compose poems
about me. I'll probably marry some old git for political
reasons."

Ariciel gave Selena a look, and pointed a finger at
her.

"Stop that. You're a perfectly lovely girl. There's girls
out there who'd love to look the way you do."

"Yeah right."

Ariciel sighed. Then, she got up, walked round the
table and sat down next to Sulking Girl. Putting her
hand on Selena's arm, Ariciel filled her mind with all the
things she liked about Selena. Bright blue eyes,
cheerful character, wicked smiles, sparkling laugh,
freckled face, the look on her face as she sat next to
Ariciel, listening to the Darnassus Temple Choir on a
visit to Stormwind, rather nice figure. Then, she put her
hand on Selena's cheek.

"Come here a second."



"Whu?"

"Closer."

She gently pulled Selena's face to hers, until the tips
of their noses met, and looked into her eyes. Then, she
let her mind flow. Selena took a quick breath. Time
passed, and the world floated back in. Selena blinked.

"Whoa."

Ariciel smiled. Selena grinned.

"You were looking at my butt!"

Ariciel closed her eyes a second. Touche-nez, the
thing Night-elves did when Humans would kiss. You
could only be completely sincere when you did it. It was
also a bit difficult to hold back things you'd rather... hold
back. Oh well. Her eyes shone at Selena.

"And why not? It's a perfectly nice butt."

"Hah."

Ariciel reached for her wine and leant back, one arm
on the table.

"We both know, you don't do girls. But if you did...
Hmmm!"

Selena giggled.

"There's also the fact that I'm your boyfriend's sister.
Could be a bit awkward, I'd say."



"Don't see why. As long as you talk about it before
you jump."

Selena laughed. A lovely sound to hear. She leant
forward.

"It's a Human thing. Parents don't have sex. Ever.
Neither do younger sisters. Or older brothers. Squick!"

"Um... You exist, no? Sum ergo coitus?"

"Parenting magic. The baby fairy. Storks.
Gooseberry bushes." Selena looked darkly at Ariciel.
"Any noises coming from your brother's bedroom are
simply his girlfriend agreeing with him a lot. Likewise,
little sisters don't do it. Especially not with your
girlfriend."

Ariciel reached for the bottle, and waited for Selena
to take a swig of wine.

"Well, not both at the same time, perhaps."

Wine sprayed over the table. Ariciel held up the
bottle. Any more?

Selena coughed, trying to get the wine out of her
nose. "You Night-elves are sick and depraved." She
held out her cup. Ariciel poured more wine.

"That's why everybody loves us," she said.

 



The bottle was empty. Selena was checking one of
the straw mattresses for wildlife using a candle, trying
not to set the mattress on fire. Ariciel was pulling out
the sleeping furs.

"All clear?"

"Can't see. Oh well."

She put the candle in the bottle. Ariciel spread out
one sleeping fur, and covered it with the other. She
stepped out of her clothes. only keeping her soft
deer-skin underwear on. She slipped under the
blankets and watched Selena do the same in the
candle-light. She held the covers up for her.

"Come here, you. Promise I won't molest you."

Selena smiled. "Oh good." She curled up in front of
Ariciel.

Ariciel pulled the furs over them. She leaned her
head on her hand and looked down on Selena's blonde
hair, one arm round her, hand lying gently on Selena's
stomach. Selena wriggled a bit, getting comfortable. As
Ariciel watched her, Selena looked over her shoulder.

"You know?"

"Hm?"



"I've been telling myself that this is over, and that
Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith can go jump in the
lake for all I care."

"Yes?"

"But the thing is," Selena laid her head back down,
closed her eyes. "If he'd walk in the door now, and said
he'd changed his mind, and would I come with him..."

Ariciel's hand gently stroked Selena's stomach.

"You would. I know."

"I would. How stupid is that?"

Ariciel lay down behind Selena, put both arms round
her and pulled her a bit closer.

"Very. But that's how it goes. It's an itch in your chest
where you can't reach to scratch."

Ariciel licked her fingers, reached out and pinched
out the candle. Selena settled down. A few minutes
later, she was asleep. Ariciel sighed.

"It'll be alright," she whispered.

"How are you feeling?"

Cullan looked up at the woman. She was holding a 
jug of water and some bread. Cullan looked at his 
fingers. Fingers! Not the claws he had been given by



the Change. His fur had disappeared, along with the
animal muscles that made him what he was. The
woman bent down, handed him the food and drink.
Cullan could hear her heartbeat, smell her blood,
flowing through the arteries in her throat.

She gave him a steady look. "Don't get any ideas,
me boy. You're not the only one here who gets a bit
Bloody Mary now and then."

"I'm sorry," said Cullan. "It's just..."

"I know love. You'll be fine. Eat. Get your strength up.
Long trip ahead. You're going to meet the
Your-good-healths."

Cullan blinked. "Elves?"

Ther woman rolled her eyes. "Yes, Elves. They're the
ones who started dancing with wolves. They know how
to fix you up proper."

"Elves really exist? I thought they were just an old
wives' tale."

"You met Mr. Fairbreeze, didn't you?"

Cullan nodded.

"Well, the potion he gave you keeps the Beast from
taking over. But it ain't gonna last, love. You need to
get the ritual done, and you'll be right as rain."



"The Beast..."

Cullan buried his head in his hands as the memory
came back. Red. Biting. The screams. The... the
feeding. Cullan shook, and his muscles bound up. He
closed his eyes, breathed in. The feeling subsided.

"Oh merciful Light, what have I done?"

The woman sat down next to him, put her hand on
his arm and looked into his eyes. For a moment, Cullan
could recognise in her eyes what he felt within himself.
Buried, but not deep enough.

"Nothing you could do about it. Nothing at all."

 

The ritual was in a secluded spot in the woods. 
Night-elves had been there. Water had been drawn 
from a moonwell in Darnassus, a name Cullan had 
never heard of, not even in fairy-tales. He had drunk 
the waters, listened to the Elven priestess as she spoke 
of a goddess named Elune, a scythe, the Beast Within. 
He had let it wash over him. Cullan heard the music of 
the Ritual within him, and knew it would be there 
forever. He felt peaceful, but it wasn't the peace that 
comes from being at one with the world. It was the 
peace of a sleeping draught, like the ones he'd 
prepared for the Lord's children when sleep would not



come. Cullan closed his eyes, and forced his thoughts
away. Do not think of the past. The simple, soothing
melody played to his mind's ear. Sometimes like pipes,
sometimes like chimes, sometimes like trumpets, but
always soothing, restoring, there for him to listen to
when he needed it. He saw the Elf named Fairbreeze
walk up to him.

"Mr. Cullan?"

Cullan looked up to the man, who overlooked him by
at least a foot.

"Yes?"

"There is one thing to do. A test. Just to see how well
the Ritual worked, or we need to do it again."

The Elf's hands were by his side, relaxed, unafraid.
Still, they didn't stray far from the hilts of two large
daggers on his belt. Cullan tensed up, listened to the
music in his head, relaxed.

"Sir, tell me what to do."

"The melody in your head. Still it. Wait."

Cullan blinked. How could he... but then he realised 
he could. As the melody faded, he felt the Beast stir, 
awake, take him. Cullan's Human self melted away, 
evaporated, disappeared like a cloud of smoke in the



breeze. He looked at Fairbreeze through Worgen eyes.
Eyes that could not cry, though he wanted to. His cure
was nothing more than an enchantment, an illusion to
fool casual onlookers. His large body shook.

"Good," said Fairbreeze. He put his hand on Cullan's
shoulder, looked into his eyes. "Good. Now listen. The
way you look now, is your True Form, for now and
forever. It is who you truly are. You can do two things.
You can fight it. Push it away behind the music of the
Ritual, for as long as you can. It will not always work.
Get angry, and the melody goes away and you turn.
But this will let you live among Humans, and only your
Brethren or Druids will know what you really are. Or
you can embrace it. Listen to the Music only when you
wish to move among the Humans without drawing
attention to yourself. It needs no focus, but do not get
out of practice finding the melody. There is no right or
wrong. Find the golden mean. Now. Find the melody."

The melody was there, once heard, never forgotten.
The glamour came to him once more, and he looked
like he always had. He looked at the tall Elf in front of
him.

"Very good," said Fairbreeze, with a grim smile. "It
seems that today, you live."



Cullan nodded, not knowing whether to be angry
about that, or grateful. He rubbed his arms, feeling skin,
not fur. His nails were short, not the claws meant to
tear and rend flesh. He ran his hands over his cheeks.
He hadn't shaved for days, and the stubble was the
same as it always had been.

Fairbreeze smiled. "Elune herself had a hand in
creating this ritual. Not even a healer, nor even a lover
will be able to tell."

"A lover," said Cullan. He shook his head. "Never
again. I loved my Lord's children, as though they were
my own. The Lord and Lady never showed me anything
but kindness, and yet..."

"You were not master of your mind," said Fairbreeze.
"The Beast is strong, and it overwhelms any soul it
takes. No Human could have won. If Elune's Grace did
not protect you, you would be little more than an animal
now. The craze has passed, and will never return, now
that our Lady protects your soul. Do not fear the Beast,
Cullan. You have the strength to tame it now."

 

With a little smile on his face, Fairbreeze watched the 
group of Humans leave. Some were in their True Form, 
others wore their Human disguise. He took a deep



breath. Most of them had been a success. Only three
failures today, and they had been taken care of, their
bodies buried in a secret place. A good day by
numbers. Fairbreeze remembered their faces as they
died, even if he didn't know their names. Some day,
they would achieve perfection. Until then, they could
only do their best.

"Elune a'dore," he whispered to their disappearing
forms. He turned round and walked into the forest.



Part 2: Out of the nest

 

Selena woke up, unfamiliar fur blankets touching her,
Unfamiliar smells. There was the rushing sound of a
kettle about to come to the boil, and she shook herself
awake. Right. Hunter's hide. An hour's riding away from
home. Where was Ariciel?

On the table, there was bread, cheese and a teapot,
tea leaves all ready for the boiling water. She rubbed
her face. The door was open, and outside, she could
see her Elf friend, staff-fighting nobody. Her tattooed
face was still and emotionless as she put herself
through a sequence of thrusts, sweeps, blocks, faster
and faster. With a final cry, and a swift stab of her staff,
she stood completely still, snow-white hair gently
swinging in the breeze. Her expression relaxed, and
she started to spin her staff in one hand, passing it from
one hand to the other, over her head, behind her back,
with the graceful ease of familiarity. Winding down.

"Water's boiling! Want any tea?"

"In a minute," said Ariciel. She planted her staff on 
the ground in front of her feet, closed her eyes for a



moment. Then, she walked into the cabin. Selena was
pouring hot water onto the tea-leaves. Ariciel leaned
her staff against one of the bunk-beds and sat down to
eat as Selena got dressed. Breathing in the tea, she
watched her. How could the silly girl think she wasn't
pretty enough to catch anyone? Selena noticed Ariciel
watching her, and gave her a strange little smile. Ariciel
smiled back. Why yes, I am enjoying the view. Do carry
on. Selena sat down at the table, opposite Ariciel, and
started demolishing breakfast. Good. She might be
heartbroken, but at least now she was heartbroken and
fed.

Together, they cleared away the breakfast things for
the next occupants and stepped outside. Selena slung
her longbow on her back and prepared to mount up.
She looked down, then at Ariciel. Ariciel turned her
head away, humming a tune. My, was that a sparrow or
a finch in that tree? So difficult to see at this distance.
Selena giggled. Ariciel summoned her magical cat
mount, and together they rode on to the castle.

 

She found Mareva at the kitchen table, mug of tea in
her hands, wearing a rather gruff expression. Ariciel sat
down opposite her, almost afraid to ask.



"How goes it?"

Mareva scowled, and Ariciel noticed, as if for the first
time, that Draenei had long canines, like fangs.

"Distinctly suboptimal," said Mareva. "Sir Gerrig did
not take on board the fact that his sister is a young girl,
not one of his sergeants. I have tried to educate him in
this regard, but he was not receptive."

"He ignored you," said Ariciel.

"Yes."

"Oh dear. Does he still have his eyebrows?"

"I managed to contain myself."

"You've gone soft!"

"Maybe. How is Selena?"

"Disappointed, coping. She thought she had a face
hideously deformed with freckles."

Mareva's eyes wrinkled. "Freckles? The spots on her
face? I think they are quite attractive."

"So do I. She took a bit of convincing, though." Ariciel
grinned. "So I fed her wine and told her she was
gorgeous. Amazing what you can do with a kind word
and a depraved mind."

Mareva laughed. "That is what sustained me through
my journey on Exodar."



Ariciel raised an eyebrow. "Do I want to know?"

"Knowing you," said Mareva, grinning broadly, "I
think you probably do."

"What in the name of all things did you think you
were doing? Do you have any sense of responsibility at
all? Can you give me one good reason to leave the
walls that your ancestors built to keep you safe?"

Selena was sitting in a chair, hands in her lap,
looking up at her brother, who was walking round the
room fuming. Well, brother, I was thinking that I should
follow the man I love, and be near him. But don't worry.
No chance of that. He doesn't want me. Precisely
because of this pile of stone that I seem to belong to.
Ironic, isn't it?

Selena said nothing.

Gerrig stood in front of her, fists on his hips, glaring
down.

"And what did you plan to do with Lieutenant Smith,
then?"

The corner of Selena's mouth dropped ever so 
slightly. What do you think, Brother? If you must know, I 
was planning to offer my virginity to him. Is that the



answer you are looking for?

"At least," said Gerrig, "And I am eternally grateful for
this, Lieutenant Smith knows his place, even if you
don't." Gerrig pointed a finger at her. "I hardly need to
remind you that you wear the clothes you do, eat the
food you do, and are waited on by the people who do,
because of whose child you are. These things, and this
devotion, do not come without a price. You cannot
simply walk away. As our servants, peasants and
soldiers serve us, so we must serve them. We need
them to provide food, warmth, safety. They look to us
for guidance. They are not free to ignore our orders.
We are not free to ignore their needs."

Selena glared at her brother, her cheeks turning red.

"I never asked for that. I was born into this family by
chance alone. Do you expect me to honour a pact that I
entered into before I could do so much as control my
bowels?"

"Yes, I do. The Light does not grant us the choice of
what family we are born into. Do you think you are the
only one dissatisfied with their lot? I can walk out of this
door and point at a dozen people who would gladly
trade places with me, or the King, or even you."

"Not if they knew," said Selena.



"Precisely."

Gerrig turned round, and looked out of the window.
After yesterday's rains, the sky was now clear, with a
few clouds to break up the blue of the sky. He took a
deep breath, and turned round, facing Selena.

"I should have told you about this before, though I
doubt it would have made a difference. Still, it is time
for me to tell you of our father's plans for you."

Selena looked up at Gerrig, eyes widening. Was he
going to promise her hand in wedding to some
stranger?

"I, Bannog, you, Daelan. We are the descendants of 
Gerrig the Ancient, whose name I bear. With Father's 
death, responsibility for the well-being of this castle has 
passed to us. It was always my lot, eventually, to take 
over the rule of the castle from Father. Bannog's task 
was to go out into the world, and win renown for our 
castle. That is why he is named after it. His deeds, 
good or ill, will reflect on our reputation. Daelan was 
taken from us before his calling would have become 
clear. That leaves you. It was our father's wish, from 
the moment he saw your calling as a hunter, that one 
day, you would lead those men and women who 
provide meat for our tables, and for the market. Do you



think you have Hugin for your own enjoyment? Father
searched far and wide for that bird, and paid a lot of
gold for it, just so you could have a hunter's tool to
inspire confidence."

Selena's mouth fell open.

"Me? Lead the hunters? But... Quartermaster!"

"Quartermaster Declan, may his life be long and
blessed, enjoys the best of health. Still, he is not
granted the life eternal. One day, he will die, and on
that day, you must be ready to take up your task."

"That's silly! Who'd follow me?"

Gerrig's eyes settled on his young sister.

"At the moment, nobody. Nobody in their right mind 
would pay attention to your orders, beyond 'pass the 
salt'. That will change. You will change it. Power to lead 
comes from three sources. First, from the authority 
given to you by the ruler of the castle. Second, from the 
depth of your knowledge and wisdom. Third, and most 
importantly, from our underlings' will to follow you. At 
the moment, you lack all three. Today, you start to 
shape the three pillars upon which you stand. First, you 
will extend your knowledge of hunting, so that what you 
know today will seem trivial to you later. Then, you 
must gain the goodwill and respect of the hunters, so



that they will follow you. Then, when I think you merit it,
I will grant you the authority."

"What if I don't want to?"

Gerrig bent over, looking deep into Selena's eyes.

"Then you will do it without wanting it. I am not
asking you if you will. I am telling you what you will do,
whether you want it or not. It is your duty to all the
people who call this castle home. These people have
fed you, clothed you, kept you warm and clean from the
day you were born to this very day. It is time for you to
return the favour. Do you think you can do that?"

Selena looked up at Gerrig. From pure contrariness, 
she wanted to say no, and stick your job. But incredibly, 
unexpectedly, her mind was changing. Visions 
appeared to her. Riding through the valleys of the 
Redridge mountains, carts of meat, bones, skins. Prey. 
Not just rabbits, but boars, and larger creatures. 
Groups of hunters, waiting for her command. Up till this 
day, she had had no real duties, and she loved the 
people who cared for her. Gerrig, though he was utterly 
wrong, of course, was right about one thing. She could 
not turn away from the castle people. What, then, could 
she do for them? She was a hunter. What else was 
there to do than try to be the best hunter that ever was?



Selena took a deep breath, nodded.

"Good. I have already written to Uncle Berrin. He will
meet you in Ironforge. I have arranged for you to take
lessons from Thorfin Stoneshield, a Hunter trainer.
Expect the worst, because he is not a gentle master.
But he is one of the best we can afford. You leave the
day after tomorrow."

Selena swallowed. So soon? Gerrig put his large
hands on Selena's slender shoulders, and for the first
time since Selena had come back, smiled at her.

"It's not a bad life, Selena. You will learn to love it,
I'm sure of it."

Ariciel knocked, and entered Stetson and Mareva's
room. Mareva was stuffing things into her pack, with a
frown on her face. Ariciel put a hand on her shoulder.

"Hey. What are you doing?"

"Packing," said Mareva.

"What, are you leaving? Why?"

"Don't like the bed."

"Eh? You used to like it. We sleep right next door.
We could tell."



Mareva looked up from her packing, a little smile on
her lips.

"Precisely. It is sadly lacking in male Draenei."

"Where are you going?"

Mareva stood up, and brushed back her long,
beautiful black hair.

"Exodar, I suppose. I have not seen Farseer
Nobundo for many moons. I am ashamed, because I
promised."

I'll miss you, Ariciel wanted to say. She looked round
at the stone walls of her new home, and like Mareva,
found them lacking. No big Human.

"Can I come with?"

Mareva's head tilted slightly to one side.

"Why? You are not a Shaman. Nobundo has no
magic to teach you."

"True, but I imagine Bearwalker has. Face it, Mareva.
Until we are strong enough to follow our loved ones
wherever they go, there will be lonely nights in store for
us. I don't like lonely nights."

"Do you mean that we should train together?"

"Trainers can only teach you so much. How to do
spells. How to cast totems."



"Call," said Mareva.

"Yeah. But most of the things I learnt, I learnt through
running bloody errands. Questing if you prefer. We can
do that together. I met you in Auberdine. Exodar isn't
too far from there, is it?"

"A simple boat ride."

"Well then. We can help each other."

"We can. Very well. When do we leave?"

Ariciel thought about this.

"Selena leaves tomorrow, for Ironforge. Why don't we
put her on the Deeprun tram and then take the ferry to
Auberdine?"

"I met you there. I still remember the taste of that
Kimchi pie. Do you think the woman still has them?"
Mareva closed her pack and picked it up, trying for
weight.

Ariciel studied Mareva's face. "You don't like Gerrig,
do you?"

Mareva put her pack back on the bed, stared at
nothing in particular for a few moments.

"He has good reasons for doing what he does," she 
said. "He wishes to do what is best for this castle. I can 
respect that. But he must learn that there is no shame



in revising an earlier decision if fresh information
presents itself, or fresh insights." She frowned. "Even if
they come from an Outlandish blue female."

Ariciel said nothing for a moment. "He would not
listen to you because you are a stranger, or a woman.
That's silly."

"Correct. I can talk to Bannog. Even Old Sir Bannog,
may his spirit be part of the Light Everlasting, would
see reason. Gerrig... less so. He suffers from pride. I
only hope that others will not suffer with him."

"So, you leave."

"Yes. If he will not accept my counsel, staying here
will serve no purpose. He has many people for shooting
at enemies. He does not need me for that."

"He does need your advice. But you can lead a horse
to water..."

Mareva gave Ariciel a look. What?

"But you cannot make it drink."

"I am not the fountain of all wisdom, but essentially,
yes. I did not know that saying."

Ariciel put her hand on Mareva's arm. "Give me a bit.
I'll go pack."



It was dark when Cullan and his fellow Worgen
reached the sleeping city of Gilneas. Their guide, a
shifty little man who had not told them his name, led
them to a door, knocked, and spoke a few words. The
door opened, and a warm light streamed out. There
were five of them. Four men including Cullan, one
woman. Cullan was pointed at the table, and he sat
down. A dark-haired woman sat at the head of the
table, silent. Cullan studied her face as she looked
straight ahead of her. Her skin was pale. Her eyes were
large and dark. Even though this woman was quite
beautiful, a cold expression was on her face that made
one think twice about even talking to her. Cullan
couldn't imagine what that face would look like if she
would smile. And yet, she wore a red rose in her hair.
She looked up, and Cullan bowed his head.

"Lady, Gentlemen," said the woman. "Welcome back 
to Gilneas. Those of you thinking of picking up your 
lives where you left off, will be disappointed. We know 
who you were. We know what you are now. We do not 
care who you were before, and neither should you. 
That life is past. You are all murderers, thieves, 
robbers. Without the help of the Night-elves, you would 
be little more than animals, with the occasional hint of a



memory that things were once otherwise."

The woman looked round the table at all the faces.
Human faces, as their guide had told them to turn to
their Human forms before entering the city, and not to
change back to their True Forms unless given
permission.

"My name is not important to know. You may call me
Rose, if you need to refer to me. I am one of the
leaders of the Gilnean Liberation Front. You, my
friends, have just volunteered to join it."

 

Cullan had taken himself a bit apart, to a dark end of
the room. Some more 'volunteers' had come in, and
had been informed of their generosity by Rose. Cullan
looked at her, as she sat at the table talking in a low
voice to one of her lieutenants. Nobody showed her
any disrespect, and Cullan thought it would not go well
with people who did. If she had any warmth in her,
today was not the occasion to show it.

A dark-haired girl in her early twenties walked up to
Cullan. Cullan noticed her, got up and nodded at her.
The girl's eyes gleamed at him.

"Ma'am," said Cullan.



"Well aren't you a chipper lookin' one," said the girl.
"Eyeing up the talent are ye?"

"By no means, Madam," said Cullan, pulling up a
chair for the girl. The girl looked at the chair, back at
Cullan, gave a little laugh and sat down.

"Well, you're a charmer allright."

"I can only try my best, Madam," said Cullan, sitting
down. "I believe we haven't had the pleasure. My name
is-"

The girl raised a hand, shaking her head. "No real
names here, love. Better for all, if you get caught."

Cullan took a breath. Caught. This did not sound
good.

"Just make up a name." the girl leaned forward.
"Names have power. They shape who you are. Come
on. What shall I call you?"

Cullan thought. It looked like he had fallen in with 
what in his house servant days he would have called 
'The Wrong Crowd'. The young lady was right. He 
would not want to sully his former self's reputation with 
the deeds he was likely to be doing. What to name 
himself? Cullan's grandmother had often told him tales 
of faraway lands, ancient warriors, kings and princes. 
One figure had always frightened him, yet fascinated



him. A hero of his time, who would turn to a hideous
creature in battle. He looked up at the girl.

"Call me Cuchullainn," said Cullan.

The girl nodded. "They call me 'The Fence'. If you
ever have some bit of property that you need to shift,
with no questions asked, I'm your girl. Pay you a fair
price. No questions answered, neither."

"Pleased to meet you... Miss Fence?"

"Loren," said the girl. "And no, my dear old mother
dint call me that, may she rest in peace."

"I am sorry for your loss," said Cullan.

"Ancient history, love. Ancient history." Her eyes,
light brown and deep, pierced him. "And nobody here
likes history."

"Understood," said Cullan. The girl got up.

"Well, like I said, need to get anything off your hands,
see me. I'm around. I'm sure you'll be pretty busy
before long."

"A pleasure meeting you, Loren."

Loren smiled, turned round and went to chat up
another potential business associate. Cullan watched
her go. He looked down, and shook his head,
wondering what he had got himself into.



Part 3: The value of education

 

"So. This is it, then."

"Yes. The Deeprun Tram. Triumph of Gnomish
engineering and Dwarvish mining technology. Thank
goodness that no Goblins were involved, or it would
have been even noisier." Mareva smiled. "Hold on to
someone solid when you travel on it."

"Oh, you girls with boyfriends. Bloody annoying.
Well, I'd better get going then."

Selena hugged first Mareva, then Ariciel.

"Don't go with any strange men you don't know," said
Ariciel.

"Huh. The ones worthy of me are few and far
between," said Selena. "Stuff them."

"That's the spirit! See you in a few months, then."

Selena waved, turned round and disappeared into
the tunnel.

"Aww," said Ariciel. "They grow up so quickly."

"It is to be hoped she will," said Mareva. "Where are
we going?"



"Ferry. Take a right here, then head North to the
harbour."

"We want the one without the steam engines," said
Mareva. "Or we will end up in Northrend too soon."

"Right."

"Right," said the little man who'd introduced himself
as Gezza. "Robbing people on the streets is for
amateurs. Need to knock them on the 'ead, maybe
they're stronger than you are, someone sees you, and
ye're in a world of hurt."

Cullan nodded. They were in an alley between an inn 
and a shop, looking at one of the houses. They were 
planning to break into it, and relieve it of any valuables 
that might be inside. It was a new addition to his duties, 
which up to now had included making deliveries for 
various thug-lords, guard duties for private gambling 
parties, looking tall and menacing during negotiations 
between Rose and suppliers of certain hard-to-acquire 
goods, and on one occasion escorting a lady of the 
night to a customer, and picking her up after her 
business and his pleasure had concluded. It seemed 
that Cullan was about to add house-robbing to his



repertoire. Another line crossed. So far, nobody had
actually been hurt by any of his actions. Even in his
Human form, having grown a suitable beard, he looked
scary enough to discourage acts of violence against
him. If actual fighting was going to happen, they would
get the fright of their lives. He could refuse, of course,
but refusing orders was frowned upon. Usually followed
by rather painful and fatal methods of encouraging
others to take the chain of command more seriously.
Gezza had assured him that the house would be
empty, its occupants out on a trip to the other side of
Gilneas to attend a funeral. Get in, get the shinies, get
out. Cullan looked at Gezza. What could possibly go
wrong?

"Now what you want to do, right, is walk up to the 
front door like you live there, so no sneakin' or hidin' 
behind what have you, or the first pig that comes along 
is going to say, blimmin' 'eck, there's a pair o' tea 
leaves about to half-inch some poor rich bastard's 
ill-gotten gains." Gezza looked round, fumbling in his 
pocket for his lockpicks. "Without cuttin' me in. So you 
don't want to hang about while yer pickin' the lock, 
either. Which means that you need skills in dealing with 
locks, which fortunately..." Gezza pushed the door



open. "I have in embarrassing abundance. Pray enter,
my good man."

Cullan followed the little thief, his fellow thief, into the
house, and closed the door behind him. Gezza walked
up the hall, looking round with greed lighting up his
eyes.

"Blimey, whoever told us about this deserves a tip.
That's some old Gilnean Masters up there. No use,
though. Too hot even for sweet Loren to shift. Ought to
be some good gold and silverware, though."

Cullan said nothing, and followed Gezza into the
drawing room. Gezza pointed.

"Candlesticks. Ornaments. Any cutlery you can find,
Try to wrap up those vases, we won't get any for
ancient old shards, we're not dealing with
archaeologists. Gather it all up in the hallway. I'll go
look for jewellery. That's usually in the bedroom." He
disappeared into the house.

Cullan took a deep breath. Just get on with it. He
pulled out the bags they brought for the purpose, and
started to put valuables into them, padding the more
fragile items with table cloths and napkins.

"Just what the flamin' 'ell do you think you're doing?"



Cullan slowly turned round. Facing him was a tall,
thin man wearing a servant's uniform. Cullan tensed
up, took half a step back, the melody of the ritual
ringing in his head. He slowly raised his hands. The
house servant was holding a club, smacking it into the
palm of his other hand.

Cullan took a deep breath. "I'm sure we can arrange
something..."

"Bloody right we can. I'll beat the stuffing out of you,
and hand what's left to the guards. They'll drop you
down the hole with a rope to your neck for safety.
Sounds like a good arrangement to me."

The servant struck out with his club, and Cullan
dodged, knocking over a chair. He felt the Change
come upon him, but managed to push it down.

"Don't make me angry," said Cullan. "You wouldn't
like me when I'm angry."

"I already don't like you, you thieving bastard. You're
nicked!"

There was a snap, and the house servant's eyes
became vacant. He collapsed onto the floor. Behind
him was Gezza, tossing a small heavy object into the
air and catching it.



"Don't take this the wrong way, mate, but you're a
right tosser. Trying to talk your way out? A guy your
size? If I were 's big as you, I'd know the colour of his
kidneys by now."

Cullan kneeled by the servant, put a finger to his
throat. He closed his eyes when he felt a pulse.

"He's alive."

"Soon fix that."

"No." Cullan looked up. "Today, I've already become
a thief. I won't become a murderer as well."

Gezza's eyes narrowed. "Ain't gonna go far in this
busines if you're afraid to get your brasses dirty, mate."

"I'm not killing anyone today, and neither are you."

"Suit yourself, mate. He didn't see me. Get him out of
the way, then. And get a move on."

Sir Roland's farm lay about an hour's ride to the 
North of the castle. Apart from growing crops, and 
breeding pigs and sheep, it served mainly as a training 
ground for recruits to the armies of Stormwind and 
Westbrook. Sir Roland had made it to Captain, before 
losing two fingers and an eye in a ferocious attack. 
After the healers had fixed him with a glass eye, he had



been honourably discharged and sent back home. Old
Bannog had noticed the old soldier in the tavern in
Lakeshire, bought him a pint of ale, as his actions had
almost certainly saved him from being overrun, and by
the end of the evening invited him to run one of his
farmsteads. Sir Roland had accepted, and under his
guidance, the "Soldier Farm" had thrived. Nobody
made trouble on Sir Roland's farm. Or at least, until
now. One of the recruits had come limping home with
several bleeding wounds on him, and collapsed by the
gate.

Sir Roland pushed through the mass of soldiers, and
stared down at his charge. A lad, born in Corrin's
crossing, though he had moved away from that place
before it became an abode of Undead. He was
bleeding from a head wound and, judging by the way
he held himself, had cracked several ribs. Sir Roland
took a deep breath.

"Medic!"

One of the priests from Northshire Abbey hurried up,
took a quick look at the lad and started casting healing
spells. Sir Roland knelt beside him.

"What's your name, my lad?"

"Eiric, Sir," said the soldier.



"Right. Are you comfortable, Eiric?"

"Aye Sir. Thank you, Father."

The priest waved his hand in a blessing.

"Good. Now, Eiric, who did this to you?"

"Orcs, Sir. Blackrock Orcs."

Sir Roland frowned. That was not characteristic of
Orcs. Admittedly, they wanted nothing more than to
wipe all Humans off the face of Azeroth, but once they
had given their word, they stuck to it as a rule.

"Any idea why?"

"Yes, Sir. I'd found a shield in the forest, returning
from Sir Wilfrid's farm, Sir. So I picked it up, meaning to
take it home to take a better look at it. Then I ran into
this Orc. He accused me of stealing it, Sir. So I got mad
and shoved him, and he shoved me back, and then he
drew steel, Sir."

Sir Roland looked worried. "Did you fight him?"

"Only for a bit, Sir. Parried his blows. But then his
friends came up, and grabbed him, and me. They
talked, but I couldn't understand them. Then they took
the one who'd hit me, and left."

Sir Roland rubbed his chin. Damn. Something like 
this was bound to happen sooner or later. He trusted



his men, but when it came to subjects like 'Who Started
It', their reports might... differ somewhat from the truth.
Still, nobody got hurt much. They could ignore it.
Though he'd better write to Sir Gerrig now, to report the
incident. He got up, wiping the dirt from his knees.

"As you were, Soldier. Don't let it happen again."

The Deeprun Tram stopped with a shudder and a
screaming of brakes. Selena hurried to get off, before it
would get going again. All round her, more people than
she ever realised existed, were walking on the tram, off
the tram. She looked round for a familiar face. Nobody
noticed one small Human girl and her bird. She
followed some people who had just come off the tram
and were now, hopefully, heading for the exit. She felt
someone's hand on her arm, and she spun round.

"Easy, lass! It's a bit busy isn't it?"

Selena grinned.

"Uncle Berrin! Oh, I'm so glad to see you! Do you
know the way out?"

Uncle Berrin looked at Selena.

"My, how you've grown! Last time I saw you, I could
look ye in the eye without needin' a chair!"



"Well, you should have eaten your vegetables, then.
Can we get out of here? The noise is driving me mad."

Berrin laughed. "Tinker town is going to be even
worse. Brace yerself and follow me. We need to get to
the military ward."

"Is it quiet there?"

"No. But that's where Thorfin Stoneshield is. And
some lad named Hieronimo. He'll be taking lessons
with us."

Side by side, they walked to the exit of the Deeprun
Tram.

"So, Uncle, why do you need hunting lessons?
You've been hunting as long as you were walking."

"Aye, but I never went to school for it. I can catch
animals well enough, nobody ever goes hungry when
I'm around, but these days, you need to be able to
catch nastier things than polecats. So I thought I'd get a
wee refresher course, so to speak. Learn a few of
those new-fangled attack spells. Oh. And how to use
one of these."

Berrin pulled out his shotgun, and showed it to
Selena.



"They are damn noisy things, but they seem to get
the job done even better than a crossbow. Can't say I
like it much so far. When I'm out in the woods, I can
make all the arrows I need. They grow on trees, so to
speak. This thing, if ye run out of slugs, ye can just
about bludgeon things to death wi'it."

"Hm. I'm using my longbow, Sticking to what I know.
Say, where's your bear?"

Berrin sighed. "Dead, lass. Died saving my sorry
arse from a bunch of Dark Irons. They beat him to a
bloody pulp. Couldn't find it within me to revive him.
Poor beast has earned his rest. So now I have a
swine."

"Cool. What's his name?"

"Evert. But I had to dismiss him, as per orders. He's
going to be right pissed off when I summon him back.
Ye'd better dismiss that bird of yours as well."

"Huh? I don't know how to do that! I put her in
kennels!"

"Oh well. Ask Master Thorfin. He'll give ye the right
spell if you don't know it."

They walked on through the halls of Ironforge. The 
last time Selena was here, Mother was carrying her on 
her arm. She only remembered being puzzled at why



she couldn't see the clouds when they were clearly in a
street. That, and the noise of hammers on anvils. They
walked past the Great Forge. Selena walked close to
the rails, and looked down into the yellow glowing
cauldron. That's fire, she thought. It's hotter than fire.
It's hotter than the Sun! Fall in there, and you'd burn up
like a moth in a candleflame. You probably wouldn't
even have the time to feel pain. Here one moment,
gone the next.

"Get away from that," said Berrin, gently pulling on
Selena's elbow. "Ye're makin' me nervous, lookin' down
in there. We need to take a left here anyway."

"Right."

"No, left. Definitely not right."

Selena chuckled. "Shouldn't tell jokes with a beard
longer than you have, Uncle."

"Hah! I can remember when I first heard that one. I
were but a wee lad, couldn't hunt anything but snails.
Mightily upset me mum when I ate them. Ye gods, I'm
old."

"Night-elves eat snails, or so I've heard. If you fry 
them in enough garlic butter, they taste like bits of 
rubber with garlic. You use a special pair of tongs and a 
little fork to get them out of their houses. That's what



Ariciel told me anyway. Maybe she was having me on."

"Doesn't surprise me in the least. That's why they're
so thin."

"Meh. We tried feeding her up on bacon and eggs.
Didn't work. She could probably eat a whole boar and
stay thin. Lucky cow."

"Bah. I like women with a bit of meat on their bones.
Cuddle one of those stick insects, and ye snap 'em in
half!"

Selena walked on, eyes clearly not on where she
was going, grinning to herself. Berrin looked up at her.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"Just imagined Bannog coming out of his room,
going oh damn. I broke my Elf!"

"What? Young Bannog has caught an Elf for a
girlfriend? I didn't know that!"

"Oh yeah. That's Ariciel. She's nice. Completely
bonkers, but nice."

"He didn't use to go for delicate frail things."

"Hah! She's a Druid. I've seen her turn into a bear.
Nothing delicate or frail about that!"



"Aye, but she doesn't do that in the bedroom, does
she?" Berrin frowned, his bushy eyebrows knotting up.
"On second thought, don't answer that."

"She turned into a panther in my bedroom once.
Scared the living daylights out of Leona. Mareva
couldn't hold her, and away she ran. Never knew
people her age could run that fast!"

"If I asked who Mareva was, would I be sorry?"

"Oh, she's Draenei. She and Ariciel were bunking up
with me till the servants could get a room ready for
them. She's clever! And she's got a hunter boyfriend.
He's got a gorgeous cat!"

Berrin looked at Selena with a strange, lop-sided
grin. "Ye know what I used to like most about Caer
Bannog?"

"Me?"

"Hah! Apart from you, it was such a normal place.
Just Humans going about their daily business, never
doing anything out of the ordinary, so to speak.
Occasional Dwarf dropping by. None of these
Night-elves, Goat-people or anything."

"Oh I don't know. The weird ones add a bit of flavour
to the place. It's so boring without them."



"Could ye explain to me, lass, what exactly is wrong
with boring?"

 

They arrived in the military ward, and looked round
for someone showing signs of hunting. Left and right,
plate-wearing individuals clanked to and fro. Selena
looked round, wondering who of all these people was
Thorfin Stoneshield. Hunters didn't wear plate, so
anyone wearing that was out. That cleared up things a
bit. Thorfin was, she thought, a boy's name, so it
couldn't be the blonde Dwarf girl sitting on a bench
watching the crowd. There was a louder noise than
usual to Selena's left. Three dwarves were talking to
each other, and laughing.

"Hey! I recognise that one," said Berrin, pointing at
one of the three. "He taught me Fa to shoot with a
longbow. Maybe he knows where to find Mr.
Stoneshield."

At that, one of the Dwarves turned round, and looked 
at Berrin, then at Selena and her bird. His massive 
arms were bare, apart from a few straps of leather 
round his biceps. He was wearing a tough leather jerkin 
dyed red over grey trousers. From his pocket, he 
produced a scrap of paper, gazed at it, looked straight



past Selena, and adressed Berrin.

"Berrin Rockwalker?"

"Aye."

"Good. And this is your lad, Selena of Caer
Bannog?"

Berrin grinned. "Well, she's not mine, so to speak,
and she's definitely not a lad, but she is Selena of Caer
Bannog." He bent forward a bit. "The Humans have
even taught her to talk."

"Bloody mistake, as far as I'm concerned," said
Thorfin Stoneshield.

Selena stood there, arms crossed, mouth open,
unable to speak for sheer outrage. After a few calming
breaths, she glared down at the trainer.

"Listen, mister..."

"No. You listen. I do the talking. Why haven't you
dismissed that bird yet? I do believe my letter said to."

"Don't know how to. I've never dismissed her in all
my life, and I don't want to, either. I may never get her
back!"

Thorfin Stoneshield simply stared at her. "Ye don't
know how to? Ye gods, and you call yerself a hunter?
Give us yer hand. Come on, lad, I haven't got all day!"



Selena glanced at Berrin, but he just stood there
smiling under his big plaited beard. No use at all. With
an inward sigh, she held out her hand. Thorfin took it,
concentrated, and Selena felt strange memories drift
into her consciousness. As Thorfin let go of her hand,
she felt like she'd known all her life.

"There. Dismissal and summoning. Now get on with
it."

Selena blinked, looked at Hugin. "Sorry," she
whispered. Then, she cast her spell. With a startled
squawk, Hugin's form faded, and disappeared.
Selena's head felt as if it was heavier, but that was
probably just guilt. She looked back at Thorfin
Stoneshield.

"Good. Now all we need is some lad named
Hieronimo Wildheart. He with you?"

"No," said Selena.

"I wasn't asking you. Speak when you're spoken to."

Selena took a deep breath to give Mr. Stoneshield a
piece of her mind, but he simply glared at her, and she
closed her mouth. Berrin stepped forward.

"Never seen him before in me life," said Berrin. "I
don't get into town much."



"Good Dwarf. Wish I could get out more. Now where
is this student?"

"Excuse me?"

Thorfin Stoneshield looked round. The Dwarf girl
Selena had seen before was standing behind him.

"We're busy, lass. Run along now."

The girl gave Thorfin a steady, even little smile that
looked like it could disappear at a moment's notice.

"Were you looking for Hieronimo Wildheart?"

"Aye. Is he related to you?"

"No."

"Well, do you know him?"

"I'd like to think so."

"Stop wasting our time, lass. If ye know where he is,
then speak up."

"She is standing in front of you, Hunter Trainer
Thorfin Stoneshield." She paused as he looked at her
as if she'd sprouted horns. "I am Hieronimo Wildheart."

"But..." Thorfin gaped. "You're a girl!"

"Oh, well spotted."

"I was expecting a lad!"

"Yeah. I get that a lot, strangely." She sighed. "There 
was a bit of a mixup when I was born. Long story.



Anyway, reporting for lessons."

"This is what they drag me out of Stormwind for?
Nobody bloody told me about girls," muttered Thorfin.

Selena arched an eyebrow. "Well if you hadn't said,
I'd never have known."

"Girls are the ones with the round bits at the front,"
added Hieronimo. Selena chuckled.

Thorfin Stoneshield's eyes darkened. "That's enough
from the both of you. You. Do you have a pet?"

"Aye."

"Did ye dismiss it as I asked?"

"Aye, Sir."

"Good. Someone here pays attention. Now listen 
lads, I'm not in the habit of repeating myself, so when I 
start talking, listen up and remember what I say. We 
start with basic survival training. You should already 
know most of what I'm about to teach you, so I'll go 
fast." Thorfin paused a second. "You may have thought 
that these lessons would be in nice comfy classrooms. 
You would be wrong. In a few minutes we go into the 
frozen forests of Dun Morogh. It's a harsh and 
unforgiving land, and unless you apply what you know, 
you're likely to die. This is where we separate the men



from the boys."

Selena felt like raising a finger and pointing out the
obvious, but a look at Thorfin's face told her that would
be a bad idea.

"Any questions? No? Good. Move out!"

Loren cast a quick, professional glance over the
items laid out on the table. She picked up one of the
vases, and looked at the bottom for any markings.
Then, she put them to one side.

"Cor. Don't see them often. They're original 
Quel'dorei High-borne porcelain. Bit tricky to get rid of, 
not much of that going round. But I'll hang on to them 
and see you if I find a buyer. The candlesticks are solid 
gold. Can always melt the things, so no problem there. 
Silver brace purse has an inscription saying who it 
belongs to. Maybe I'll try and sell it back to the owner. 
Some pretty common silver knives, forks and spoons. 
Painting of a weeping Elf girl, my goodness. I'll wrap 
the silver in that. A few rings... let me see. Gah. 
Low-level spell power rings. Soulbound. No use to 
anyone but the owner, and little enough even to them. 
Maybe I'll chuck them on the auction house and see if



any trainee enchanter wants them. Collection of moss
agates, fine. Oo, an uncut regal diamond, nice.
Jewelcrafters love them."

Loren went over Cullan's collection of ill-gotten
goods, made some mental calculations and looked at
him.

"Eighteen gold, for the lot of this, not counting the
vases. About half the real value. First, last and only
offer, take or leave."

Cullan took a deep breath. "Take."

"All right, then. I take it that the GLF is going to get
nine-tenth from this? I can give them their part if you
want. I do a lot of business with them. Give you a chitty
for it."

"That is very... organised," said Cullan.

"Benefit of dealing with people with connections,
love. Anything else?"

"No, said Cullan. Or... perhaps."

"What?"

"If you find the original owners..."

"I'll tell them nothing, don't you worry." Loren looked
at Cullan's face. "First job, love?"



Cullan simply nodded. Loren counted out two gold in
silver coins.

"Um, Miss Loren, that's too much."

"No it isn't. Use the rest to get plastered. Get a great
big hangover. Once that goes away, you'll feel a lot
better. The folks you took this from won't miss it." She
tapped one of the vases with a ring on her finger, and it
rang in a clear tone. "Nobody who's rich enough to buy
one of these things gets to where he is without stepping
on a few hard-working honest people. See it as
payback."

"Thank you, Miss Loren."

"Pleasure doing business with ye."

 

"So. How did he do?"

"He's soft. And he's still wet behind the lugholes.
Spent ages lettin' one of the flunkies get a good look at
'im. And then he just ties him up and leaves him."

Rose laughed quietly. "He may have a personal
reason for not wanting to get into fights. Still, did he do
what was needed of him?"

"I suppose. Evvy liftin' is not really my thing. Least
he's got a good pair of arms on 'im."



"Did he ask any questions?"

"No, m'lady. Just wandered off with his soul under his
arm."

"Hm. A pity. It would be good to know what he would
ask."

"M'lady?"

"Why the house servant was there at all, for
example."

"That was a bit surprising, I must admit. Is his
Lordship losing his touch?"

Rose gave Gezza an icy look. The little weasel knew
better, but disrespect was not to be encouraged.

"Hardly. We wanted to know how our new recruit
would react. I assume you cleaned up afterwards?"

"Old fridge won't tell no tales, m'lady. Feedin' the
fishes as we speak."

"Good. That'll be all."

Gezza left. Rose walked to the window. Cuchullainn. 
She knew the name from mythology, and it was 
another one of those heroes with two sides to their 
personality. She looked out over the city, the streets, 
full of people even at this time in the evening. Prey, 
with the odd predator among them, and she had just



acquired a new predator. If properly harnessed, he
would serve her well.



Part 4: Poor little lambs who have

lost their way

 

So far, so good, thought Selena. She was running
through the pretty snow that covered the lands of Dun
Morogh. Thorfin ran a few steps ahead, They had come
out of the gates of Ironforge, and had run down the
long slope that wound its way down into the frozen
lands. Selena looked round her, thinking that this was
the same road her big brother would have taken,
together with Peterselie and his new-found Elf
girlfriend. At a crossroad, they took a left and ran in the
direction of Kharanos.

"If I'd have known," said Hieronimo, "I could've
waited for ye here. My house is just up the road from
here."

"Thinking of going home already?" Thorfin
Stoneshield looked over his shoulder as he ran. "Yer
going ta have some fun tonight! Tonight, we sleep
under the stars, like a good hunter ought. This place'll
test yer survival skills to the limit."



Berrin raised his thick eyebrows. "Whatever are ye
talking about? I can spot three good meals and two
places to sleep from here."

"Aye, and so can I. But these lads here? They'll be
lucky to see the next morning with all their toes still on
their feet. City living makes ye soft. Well, we'll help ye
get over that, me boys!"

"I live in a castle in Redridge," said Selena.

"Kharanos isn't a city," said Hieronimo. "It's a small
village, really."

"And I think I speak for the both of us when I say
we're not your boys. For the reason of us being girls."

"Yer wasting body heat, opening yer mouths like
that," said Thorfin.

 

After a few hours steady running, they came to the
town of Kharanos. Hieronimo pointed at a small hill,
where a Dwarf stood, talking to one of his customers,
who wanted to know when he'd be able to get a raptor
pet. Hieronimo pointed and waved.

"That's me Fa! Hi Dad!"

Grif Wildheart looked up, nodded at Thorfin, waved 
at Hieronimo and went back to explaining. They



plunged down into the valley called the Grizzled Den.
Thorfin made for a group of trees, raised his fist and the
whole train came to a halt.

"We camp here," said Thorfin. "And seeing how you
are all such experts at outdoor survival, I'll leave it up to
you to make yer own arrangements."

Thorfin spotted two trees at a convenient distance
from each other and pulled a hammock from his pack,
which he tied up to the trees. A rope went a bit higher,
and with a tarpaulin, he'd made a servicable tent,
hanging between the trees, within three minutes. Berrin
ran off into the trees, to come back some ten minutes
later with two large branches from a pine tree. He
started ripping off the branches, leaving a bit of
firewood for the common good. The green twigs, he
laid out carefully on the ground. Hieronimo and Selena
looked at each other. Selena started picking up Uncle
Berrin's firewood for a fire, but Thorfin stopped her.

"Tonight, everybody makes their own camp. That
goes for you too, Wildheart. Tomorrow, I'll tell ye what
ye did wrong, if ye can't figure it out."

Selena and Hieronimo gave each other a look, then 
walked off into the woods, looking for firewood. It was 
hard going, because Uncle Berrin had his axe with him,



and could chop off a branch. Selena had her staff and a
longbow, Hieronimo a gun and a long dagger. No good
with tree branches. Hieronimo pointed up.

"That looks like enough firewood for the night. Can
ye reach it? You're taller than me."

Selena reached up. Too high even for her.

"Give us a leg up."

Hieronimo planted her feet firmly on the ground, held
out her hands to Selena, who put her boot on them.
Hieronimo pushed up, and Selena was left hanging
from the branch, which bent down, her toes just
reaching the ground. She tried to pull down, but only
succeeded in pulling herself up, though the branch
creaked dangerously. Hieronimo sighed, took a grip on
Selena's belt and pulled her down. Selena set her
teeth. pulled down hard. The branch cracked, and
slumped down. But try as they might, they couldn't
separate it from the tree. Hieronimo sucked her teeth,
and pulled out her dagger, which had a saw-tooth edge
at the back.

"If I stand on yer shoulders, I think I can just about
reach it and saw it through."

Selena looked at the short, sturdy girl in front of her, 
and at her muddy boots, then up at the place where the



branch was still attached to the tree. Oh well. Nothing
for it. She leaned her back to the tree, and held out her
hands to Hieronimo, who clambered up.

"Higher!"

With a mighty heave, Selena pushed Hieronimo
higher.

"By the Light, you're heavy."

"Did I give you a hard time over those stilts you walk
on? Push harder! I'm nearly there."

Selena managed to push Hieronimo up a bit further,
and Hieronimo put her boots on Selena's shoulders.

"Got it! Now don't move."

"Damn! Dropped my staff. Hang on."

"Very funny."

With a few minutes of frantic sawing, finally the
tree-branch came loose.

"Ow!"

Hieronimo looked down. "What?"

"Got our campfire in the face. You done up there?"

Hieronimo put away her dagger and jumped down.

"Ye gods," she said, "All that work, and all we have is
one tree branch."

"Oh well. Think that's enough?"



"Don't know. Do ye think that git is going to make us
build two camp fires?"

"Stuff him," said Selena, with conviction. "What's his
problem with girls anyway?"

"Probably got bitten by a girl when he was a young
boy," said Hieronimo. She picked up the branch, and
together they pulled it back to camp, where they found
Berrin and Thorfin sitting by a fire. Berrin took one look
at their quest item, and grinned.

"Ach! Ye got a green branch! How are ye going to
get that to burn? And what are ye going to use for
bedding?"

"Well, we'll need to chop it down a bit. Can we
borrow your axe?"

Thorfin waved a hand.

"You lads have to learn to keep going with the stuff
you bring yerselves. No borrowing from others. I'll let
you use the wood for the both of you."

Hieronimo and Selena looked at each other, both of 
them clearly suggesting a rich source of protein nearby. 
Together, they started ripping the small sticks off their 
branch, while Berrin and Thorfin watched with interest. 
Hieronimo drew her dagger and started cutting one of 
the sticks, so that strips of wood curled off it. Then, she



pulled out a notebook, and with an unhappy expression
on her face tore out one of the pages to use as
kindling. Meanwhile, Selena had cleared the snow off a
patch of ground. Hieronimo stacked up the kindling in
the middle, and together, they stacked a few small
twigs on. Selena dug in her pack and produced her flint
and steel.

"Here goes. Ready with the fuel?"

"Aye."

Selena struck sparks, and with some careful blowing,
the paper ignited, then the wood strips. Hieronimo
broke some sticks into smaller pieces and fed them
onto the fire. They hissed, and slowly dried. By the time
the kindling was spent, one side of the branch was
mildly scorched.

"Damn," was Hieronimo's opinion.

"What went wrong?" Selena looked at Hieronimo.

"Wet wood, ye numpties," said Thorfin. "Ye can't
expect wood to burn just off the tree! Not unless you've
got dry wood to go with it."

"Then where did you find dry wood?"

Berrin grinned. "The wet bit of a tree is just 
underneath the bark. I chopped the wood in fours, so



you get to the inside first. No rain inside the tree!" He
gave Hieronimo a nod. "You had the right idea, by the
way, cutting strips off a branch. Makes for good kindling
if ye cut it thin enough. Also, resinous wood burns more
easily, and it has nice pine needles to sleep on."

Berrin pointed at his sleeping place for the night: A
small tent made out of a long tree-branch covered with
more branches. Underneath lay a thick layer of pine
needles removed from his firewood.

"Where are we sleeping?" asked Selena.

"Well, don't get too far," said Master Thorfin. "I don't
get paid if ye get eaten by bears. Other than that, it's a
free forest."

"Great, thanks," said Hieronimo.

Berrin pointed at a coffee pot that was standing in the
fire.

"Did you bring yer mugs?"

Thorfin scowled. "Am I speaking Orcish, or
something? No sharing! You should know to bring yer
own food."

"I take it you'll be wanting to give me that coffee back
then?"

Thorfin made some grumbling noises.



"Oh alright then."

The girls dug out their mugs and Berrin poured
steaming coffee for both of them.

"Thanks, Uncle," said Selena. "Got any milk?"

"Just look in the cold-box," said Berrin.

They all sat down by the fire. Berrin got up.

"I think it's time to look for more firewood," he said.
"And my, see what I just found! You do get lucky
occasionally, don't you?" He started to chop up the
girls' branch into smaller pieces and put them on the
fire. Because it was well and truly going by now, it was
hot enough to dry and ignite the fresh wood. Thorfin
grumbled.

"This is starting to look like a fun trip. Well anyway.
My..." His face darkened. "Supervisor, she told me that
before turning in on the first night, I should do a round
where everybody says who they are, and why they are
here. Why, beats me, but here we go. So Mr. Berrin
Rockwalker, who are ye, and what are ye doin' here?"

Berrin frowned. "I'm Berrin Rockwalker, and I'm here
so I can learn to kill those Lightless bastards who
messed up my cabin a few months ago. Not that I used
it much, but that don't mean sodding Dark Irons can
trample all over it."



Selena looked at Berrin. "Is that when they killed
your bear?"

"Aye, Lass. Couldn't outfight them. Useless to try."

Thorfin rumbled. "So why didn't ye revive the bear,
then?"

"Because he's where the weather is good, and the
hunting is fine, and I'm not goin' ta take him from
there."

"Hm. Right." He nodded at Hieronimo. "You're next."

Hieronimo shrugged. "I'm Hieronimo Wildheart, and
I'm here because Fa told me."

"Sounds right and proper," said Thorfin. "Your turn,
Longshanks."

Selena raised a blonde eyebrow slightly. "I am
Selena of Caer Bannog, and I've just had an unhappy
love affair. I want to lose myself in work. If I am not to
feel his strong arms and broad chest against me, then I
may as well throw myself to the wolves. It's better than
applying to the nearest convent."

Thorfin stared.

"Well, you asked," said Selena.

"Sorry I did. Well, that's that over and done with."



"Hold on," said Selena, "You haven't told us why you
are here."

Thorfin Stoneshield gave her a look.

"Buggered if I know."

 

They rolled out their sleeping bags and got ready to
turn in. Thorfin disappeared inside his hammock, Berrin
in his shelter. The girls looked at each other and rolled
out their own furs, toes to the fire. Selena lay back,
thanking Ariciel for her nice sleeping furs. Beside her,
she could hear Hieronimo's breath. She raised her
head. The girl was shivering!

"Hey. You alright?"

"F-fine."

"You don't sound fine."

"Just cold. I'm a Dwarf. I can take the cold."

Selena turned over. "C'mon. Get in with me. We can
keep each other warm."

"Get lost. I don't want to give that git an excuse to fail
me."

"Look. It's an important survival technique. When 
someone is dying of cold, you get into a sleeping bag 
with them, and save their lives. We'll impress him when



he sees we know it. So maybe we ought to skip the bit
where you almost freeze to death?"

There was a moment of silence from the other side.
Then a muttered 'well alright then'. Selena opened her
furs. Ariciel had told her she always made them large
enough for two at a pinch, so one-and-a-half were no
problem at all. Hieronimo ran her fingers over the lining
of the sleeping furs.

"Ye gods! Is that yeti fur? This thing must have cost a
fortune!"

"It was a present from a friend," said Selena.

Hieronimo was quiet for a moment.

"And that bird I saw you with?"

"My Father gave that to me when I was twelve years
old."

"Hm," said Hieronimo. "You get given things."

"Yes," said Selena. She felt almost ashamed.

"Lucky cow."

Selena looked up at the stars.

"I suppose I am. I've never been hungry in my life.
Always been safe, even when Orcs attacked my home.
Not a care in the world."

"So what are you doing here, in the freezing cold?"



Selena said nothing for a moment.

"Paying for all the things I've been given," she said,
finally.

"How's that?"

"People have been giving me things, taking care of
me all my life. I have to do my bit, to keep the Caer
afloat. I can hunt, so I'll hunt for my home."

"Tough, that. I'll hunt for my home. And let me tell
you, before me Fa got this job training up the noobs, I
have been hungry and cold. That's when he was
working for this bastard of a landlord who grabbed
everything Fa could hunt up. How many wolf skins are
twenty silvers a month anyway? I'm sure he got stiffed,
but what could he have done?"

"So what happened?"

"Someone came in from Ironforge asking for hunter
trainers, and Fa jumped at the chance."

"So he could just change jobs," said Selena.

"Yeah."

"I can't."

"Rubbish. Get yer boots on and go."

"Not my boots, unless I steal them."

"So get yer own boots."



"What with? I don't actually get paid anything. I got
travel money, but it's the castle's money." Selena
looked in the distance. "And anyway, if I did, I'd have
gotten all the best for years. For nothing. I'm not about
to let that happen. I owe them."

Hieronimo laid her head down.

"Pride," she said.

"Only fair," said Selena. "Anyway. How about you? If
your dad is a hunter trainer, why are you training with
this lovely person?"

"Fa's too busy," said Hieronimo. "Also, he can't do
the advanced spells, so I'm learning those from Mr.
Stoneshield. He may be a git, but he's good at what he
does, and there's this agreement among hunter trainers
that you teach each other's sons for free."

"Heh. Bit of a shock then when he found out you
weren't a son. Hey, how did you end up with a name
like Hieronimo anyway?"

Hieronimo sighed. She'd had to explain this many,
many times.

"Well, it's me mum's fault really. Fa did really want a 
son, but he's not so daft that he'd give me a boy's 
name and hope nobody'd notice. They say I took a bit 
of giving birth to, and Mum's lying there basking in the



warm glow of the healing spells. So she decides to do a
little 'good news, bad news' joke on me Fa."

Hieronimo shook her head.

"So Fa comes walking in, and she says: 'Well Grif,
the good news is that your son is all present and
correct...' and then she passes out. So Fa goes:
'Brilliant!' and rushes off to the registry office bellowing
that he's got a son all the way."

Selena started to smile, then to laugh.

"But surely, they could have changed it afterwards?"

"Oh gods, have ye ever tried? The Ironforge registry
office is a fortress. Simply for them to give you the time
of day means getting twenty signatures from witnesses
in three different colours of ink. In the end, he just gave
up. So here I am."

"Hmm. Well, I could call you Roni. That's a girlish
kind of name."

"Aye, ye could. Ye could also use my real name and
I don't kick yer butt. I've had enough grief over it, so I'm
not changing it."

Selena smiled in the dark.

"Ah. Pride."

"You bet."



Selena chuckled. "There's this Gnome I'd like you to
meet. She's been in the castle for weeks, and all that
time, I haven't heard her use anyone's real name.
Ariciel is Rici, Bannog is Big Lug, Gerrig is Boss Man,
Mareva is Blue Girl and so on."

"Oh? And you?"

"Bird Chick."

"Heh."

"Yeah. I've only heard her use one real name, and
he's not even living in the castle. He's doing some
plumbing. I think she has the hots for him, but she
won't admit it. Anyway, Nix is pretty short already."

There was a shout from the other side of the
campfire.

"Are ye ever goin' ta stop chattering? How's a Dwarf
going to get some sleep here?"

"I'm sure there's a stout bit of wood lyin' about here
somewhere," muttered Hieronimo.

Cullan pulled his cloak about him, and stalked 
through the dark streets of Gilneas, keeping to the 
shadows, out of sight. There was hardly anyone out, 
and those who were didn't look round. A few carriages



clattered on the cobbles, no doubt containing
passengers too precious to be left to the night. Gilneas
by day was a bright and cheery place, but by night, it
belonged to the under-world of thieves, robbers,
bandits. Like the infamous Cuchullainn. He came to the
address he had been given, double-checked the
number, and knocked on the door three times. A tiny
hatch opened, letting out a little light, and a woman's
voice spoke in hardly more than a whisper.

"Password."

"Remora."

"Wait."

There was the sound of bolts being pulled back, and
the door opened. Cullan stepped inside.

"You're the last," said the woman. "Follow me."

Cullan blinked.

"Miss Loren?"

"Yes?"

"I'm here for the combat trainer. Are you taking me to
him?"

Loren looked over her shoulder, eyes gleaming.

"You're looking at him."

"You are the combat trainer?"



"Among many, many other things, yes."

Cullan followed Loren to a large room, lit with
candles. There was a wooden floor, with a canvas
square in the middle. Cupboards. Weapons racks
holding pikes, halberds, swords. Cullan looked at
Loren, still only half believing that she hadn't been
joking. He overlooked her by a full head. Touching a
lady without permission or in anything but dire need
was, of course, unthinkable, but still, he could probably
lift her off her feet with one arm. How could she teach
any man the ugly business of hand-to-hand combat? In
the room were five men, sitting on the floor to one end
of the room, looking at him as Loren motioned him to sit
down. Loren raised herself to her full height, and
walked to the middle of the room. She crossed her
arms and let her gaze slide over the men.

"Fighting is really easy. Make a fist, put it in
someone's face, and you are fighting. There is no art to
fighting at all. But Lady Rose doesn't just want you to
fight for her. She wants you to fight and win. Every
time. There is an art to that, and that's what you're here
to learn." Loren walked back and forth, raised her arms.
"Look at me. Any of you think they can beat me in a fair
fight?"



The men looked at each other, to see if anyone
would take the bait. Cullan looked at Loren, then at the
parcel of rogues he found himself in. Several of them
were grinning. Miss Loren was quite attractive enough
to draw attention to herself. He looked back at her, and
she caught his eye.

"Mr. Cuchullainn. Get up here please."

Cullan sighed, and got to his feet. Perhaps it was
better that it should be him. His fellow rogues didn't
look like they would respect a woman.

"Ma'am?"

"Good. Gentlemen, look up. Mr. Cuchullainn is going
to attack me from behind and kill me by breaking my
neck." She closed her eyes, and rolled her shoulders,
then looked back at the men. "If he makes it, he'll be
your teacher." She turned her back to Cullan, waited.
"Sometime tonight, please."

"By your leave, Miss Loren," said Cullan.

Cullan stepped forward, behind Loren. He clapped 
his hand over her mouth, and swung his other arm 
round, round her neck. He never got that far. Loren 
gave a scream that pierced his ears, then bit down on 
his hand. The next thing he felt was her boot 
connecting with his shinbone, with surprising force.



Then, her elbow hit, just underneath his breastbone.
The world spun round, and the next moment, he was
lying on the ground, unable to breathe, unable to move,
a sharp pain in his wrist, Loren's thumb against his
throat.

"Well, Mr. Cuchullainn, that's a washout. Would any
of you gents like to explain why I'm still breathing?"

One of the rogues laughed. "Cuz he's a bloody noob.
Clapping yer brass to 'er gang and mob, she's just goin'
ta bite ye."

"Spot on," said Loren. "Anything else?"

"Felt sorry for ye," said another. "Thought he'd go
easy on ye. Maybe he fancies ye."

Loren laughed, and let go of Cullan. "Well, don't
everybody? On your feet, Mr. Cuchullainn. He's right.
First thing to do when you're going to kill is to want to
kill 'em. If you don't, go home."

Cullan stood up, glanced at his hand. Loren's teeth
marks were on it, and he looked at her. Loren looked
back at him, without a trace of remorse.

"We're not playing here, Mr. Cuchullainn. What I'm 
about to teach you will end up costing people their 
lives. There will come a time when you will have to go 
easy on me to avoid killing me, but not today. Now turn



round, and I'll show you how to do it right."

The guard blinked, looked again to see if his eyes
weren't deceiving him, then called down.

"Orc approaching the gates! Just one! No visible
weapons!"

Quartermaster frowned, then walked up the steps to
see if this young one had lost his marbles. Well, what
do you know? He hadn't. The green-skinned warrior
was calmly marching up the path. By the drawbridge,
he stopped, and shouted.

"Message for Chief of castle! Come in peace!"

The soldier scowled.

"That's not what you said last time, ye bastard."

"Easy, lad," said Quartermaster. He stepped down
the stairs, and opened the small door in the gate. He
stepped out onto the drawbridge and walked to within a
few feet of the Orc.

"Do you have weapons?"

"No. Come in peace. Are you Chief of castle?"

Quartermaster grinned. "Of all below the stairs,
friend. But I suppose your message is for Sir Gerrig."

"Chief of castle," said the Orc. "Must give to him."



Quartermaster looked into the Orc's eyes. He looked
nervous, as he should be, but not scared. He nodded,
turned round and called up.

"It's a messenger! He's coming in! Lower your
weapons."

Quartermaster stepped aside, and pointed with his
hand to the small door.

"Enter, as the guest of Caer Bannog. You have my
word that we will not harm you."

The Orc looked Quartermaster in the eye, then
nodded and walked to the door, with more confidence
than he probably felt. Quartermaster followed him in,
and closed the door behind them. Then, he stood in
front of the Orc, and spread his arms. The Orc frowned,
understood, held his arms out. Quartermaster patted
him down for weapons. A formality, probably, but he
was not taking any chances with Sir Gerrig. As
expected, the Orc carried only a roll of parchment,
which Quartermaster avoided touching. He nodded.

"Wait here. I will see if the Chief will see you."

The Orc crossed his arms and waited.

 



"A messenger? What message could an Orc have for
us?"

"One way to find out, Sir. He's clean. No weapons."

"Well, let's see what he has to say."

They walked down, to where the Orc stood, still as a
statue, arms crossed. Gerrig walked up to him.

"I am Gerrig of Caer Bannog, ruler of this castle. You
have a message for me?"

"Yes. Message from Chief Gath'ilzogg. I give to you."

Making no sudden movements, the Orc produced the
roll of parchment, and handed it to Gerrig. Gerrig
looked at the seal. It bore a device he didn't know,
presumably Gath'ilzogg's. He broke the seal and
unrolled the parchment. The words were in Common, in
a simple and steady script. Gerrig read.

These are the words of Gath'ilzogg, Warlord of 

the Blackrock Clan, to Sir Gerrig, ruler of Caer 

Bannog. 

 

Jheren Gath'ilzogg requests a meeting in a 

neutral place, at Galardell Valley, of himself, Sir 

Gerrig, and a guard of no more than six soldiers,



to settle a grievous event regarding the Accord

between us. Let the soldier who fought with one

of our warriors be present. 

 

Jheren Gath'ilzogg swears upon his honour that

you will not be attacked or threatened by any of

the Orc under his command from the moment this

message leaves his hand, until you are once

more between the walls of your castle, unless we

are attacked by you first. 

 

Jheren Gath'ilzogg will accept replies by way of

the messenger who carries this message, or by

any messenger of Caer Bannog. Such

messengers will be offered safe conduct to

Stonewatch Tower and back. 

 

These are the words of Jheren Gath'ilzogg.

 

The message was signed in a different hand, in
Orcish script. Gerrig looked at the Orc, then back at the
parchment.

"Please wait. I will prepare a reply."



"Swo'bu."

 

Gerrig walked into the part of the barracks where
Albert, the scribe, did his work. He handed him the
letter.

"Is this genuine?"

Albert studied the parchment.

"As far as I can tell, yes. Gath'ilzog presumably
cannot write, and scribes are traditionally not allowed to
write as though they were their master. Hence, the third
person. The signature simply says 'Gath'ilzogg' in
Orcish. It was probably signed by him. The only thing
he can write." Albert pointed. "The signature may look a
bit rough, but I'll wager that Gath'ilzogg could sign his
name a hundred times, and the last would look exactly
like the first. Writing is a skill not commonly taught to
soldiers, even Warlords, being mostly..."

"That's a 'Yes' then?"

Albert looked again at the parchment.

"Yes, Sir."

"Good. Thanks. Have any parchment and a pen?"

Albert smiled a little smile.

"I may be able to find some, Sir. A moment."



 

Gerrig leaned his elbows on the wall, and watched
the Orc disappear down the path. He was worried. Sir
Roland had written him about the incident. Was there to
be a trial? Reparations? Cessation of the Accord?
Honestly, it had only been a mild scuffle between
excitable souls. Why did that Orc have to make
something of it? Gerrig sighed, and watched the setting
sun. Never a dull moment.

Just as he was about to turn back into the keep, he
noticed two horses coming down the path. He frowned.
More Orcs? He stared in the distance, shielding his
eyes with his hand. No. Humans this time. Oh well.
Quartermaster Declan could deal with them. He walked
back into the keep, and up the stairs to his office.



Part 5: The nail on the head

"Father Eolas! Good to see you again. What are you
doing here?"

"Light's Blessings, Quartermaster. I am here to ask a
favour of Sir Gerrig. Allow me to introduce Paladin
Nægling." Father Eolas indicated the woman standing
next to him. Quartermaster looked at her, and a chill
ran up his spine. The woman was perhaps a few years
older than young Selena, a little taller than the monk.
Long reddish brown hair, bound in a practical pony-tail.
A Paladin's tabard and robes. She held her right hand
concealed behind her left. Quartermaster tried not to
stare at her face, but he couldn't help himself. A large,
ragged. ugly scar ran from her ear to the corner of her
mouth. Quartermaster gave her a friendly nod.

"Blessings, Paladin Nægling." He held his hand out
to the woman.

"Light's Blessing, Quartermaster," said the woman. 
She had a light, but pronounced lisp, and a voice 
deeper than usual for a woman. She took his hand. Her 
middle and ring fingers were tied together with a strap 
of leather, and more scars criss-crossed over the back



of her hand, disappearing under the sleeve of her robe.
Quartermaster shook her hand very, very carefully.

"Nægling will be staying here a while, if Sir Gerrig will
let her," said Father Eolas. "She needs some time
away from the Abbey. A little quiet contemplation. A
change of scenery."

"The healers of Northshire Abbey built a shrine for
their use in the function hall," said Quartermaster. "I'm
sure Sir Gerrig won't mind if you use it."

"Thank you, I will ask him," said Nægling. Her voice,
apart from the lisp, sounded steady, serene.
Quartermaster looked into her eyes. They were calm,
light brown, and looked at him without flinching.
Nothing in the woman's bearing showed any sign of
aggression, but still, he had the impression that he was
being sized up, the correct attacks against him
determined for later use, if that became necessary.

"Well," said Father Eolas, "We must go and meet Sir
Gerrig."

"I'll ask the cook to make you some of her spicy
chicken soup," said Quartermaster.

Father Eolas laughed. "Ah, you have guessed my
real reason for coming here."



They nodded at each other, and Father Eolas and
Nægling walked off towards the keep. Nægling walked
with a limp, and Quartermaster could see by the way in
which she put her left foot down, that it hurt her to walk.
Poor girl, he thought. What could have hurt her so
much that healers couldn't have mended her any
better?

"Light's Blessings, Sir Gerrig. May I introduce to you
Paladin Nægling of Northshire?"

"Blessings upon you, Father, Paladin Nægling."

Gerrig's eyes briefly scanned Nægling's face, then
quickly settled on Father Eolas' tonsured head and
wrinkled face. He motioned them to sit down on the
chairs provided for guests in his office. Nægling pulled
back the chairs for Father Eolas and herself, waited for
the old man to sit down, then seated herself, looking at
the table, hands folded in her lap.

"Sir Gerrig, said Father Eolas, "I have come to ask a 
favour of you, for Paladin Nægling. She has suffered 
through an ordeal not of her own making, and is in 
need of a safe place, away from the distractions of 
Northshire Abbey. It is my hope that through prayer and



meditation, she may be able to put the events that have
occurred in proper perspective, and put her mind at
rest."

Gerrig surreptitiously glanced at Nægling's ravaged
face, wondering what those events could have been. A
surge of pity moved him. He looked at Father Eolas.
Doubtlessly, the old fox had counted on Nægling's
appearance to gain his sympathy. And how could he
refuse?

"As you know, housing the forces of the Alliance is
what we do best. The healers of Northshire Abbey have
done us a great favour. Paladin Nægling is welcome to
stay here as long as she needs." He turned to Nægling.
"Paladin Nægling, please accept the hospitality of Caer
Bannog. You can ask Quartermaster to assign you
sleeping quarters."

"Thank you, Sir Gerrig," said Father Eolas. He turned
to Nægling. "My child, there are things I need to
discuss with Sir Gerrig alone. Could you excuse us for
a few moments?"

"Of course," said Nægling. "Your Quartermaster, he
mentioned a shrine?"

Gerrig smiled. "Go down the stairs, and out the door. 
The first building to your right. Against the south wall.



Your fellow Paladins, the healers of Northshire Abbey,
made it."

"Thank you. Father, Sir Gerrig." She bowed her head
to each of them in turn and left the room.

 

Gerrig watched as Nægling limped out of the room,
then turned to Father Eolas.

"That poor woman. What happened to her?"

"That is a question with several answers," said
Father Eolas. "Superficially, Nægling was caught by the
Gnolls that live just to the North of Lakeshire, and
beaten to within an inch of her life. She managed to
escape because the Gnolls were quarreling over who
would get the best bits of her. She managed to get into
Lakeshire supported by not much more than her last
drops of willpower and faith. By rights, she should be
dead."

Father Eolas' fingers played with the ends of the rope
that he used as a belt to his monks' robes. His eyes
turned to Gerrig.

"There was this book. A spellbook of healing magics. 
All the healers in the Abbey had contributed something 
to it. It was to become a standard work of healing, for 
the outpost of Morgan's Vigil. The Light knows they



need their healers there to be competent. It is not a
friendly place."

Gerrig nodded. He had rarely ventured so far North,
and did not particularly relish the memory of the times
he had. The Burning Steppes were a dismal place of
ashes and death, inhabited by Demons, Ogres and
worse.

"It was imperative that the book be sent there as
soon as possible, but as they were making themselves
ready to leave, a summons came and all healers were
called to a battle. The Commander then entrusted the
book to Nægling's hands and told her to bring it, alone,
to Morgan's Vigil, hoping that a single novice Paladin
would not attract as much attention to herself as a
group of more experienced ones."

Gerrig said nothing, but an ugly picture was
beginning to form in his mind. He himself would not go
to such places without proper preparation, not to
mention a considerable number of men. Father Eolas
saw Gerrig's face, and nodded.

"Yes. That is what happened. The Gnolls of Redridge 
can smell an inexperienced fighter from within their 
caves. The book of magic, that would have saved 
countless lives, was used as kindling to cook poor



young Nægling. Her so-called fellow Paladin healers
never forgave her for it, even though in fairness, how
could she have succeeded? They gave her the amount
of healing required to keep her alive, but no more."
Father Eolas' fist closed tight. "And that was the start.
You know how cruel a group of people can be to an
unwanted member of their own. Young Nægling was
not spared anything. Miserable, petty things, unworthy
of those who name themselves Paladins of the Light.
Hiding her clothes. Imitating her walk and her lisp, that
they could have fixed if they had wanted. Countless
other things. I would have protected her if I could, but I
could hardly imprison her within my quarters."

Father Eolas stood up, walked to the window and
looked out. He looked over his shoulder at Gerrig.

"That went on for months. It became more and more
serious. Once, she was ambushed, a bag pulled over
her head, and she was beaten. We never could find out
who had done that. Personally, I would have
excommunicated whoever was found guilty."

Gerrig nodded. "But nobody confessed?"

"No," said Father Eolas. He turned round, and a
deep, deep anger was on his face, more remarkable
because Father Eolas never got angry.



"They all did."

For several long breaths, neither of them spoke.
Father Eolas sat back down in his chair, looking at his
hands in his lap.

"But young Nægling is strong. Even after that
incident, she bore her fate. She managed to attend her
lessons. Grow in her abilities, which are considerable.
And then came the day that finally, it all became too
much. She was at breakfast, when one of them came
by and dropped rat droppings in her porridge, saying
that that was the appropriate food for her. Then, he
tried to shove her face in it."

Father Eolas looked up, with an expression on his
face almost of pride.

"Finally, she had had enough. She attacked him. 
Fists, spells, weapons. His friends tried to help, but she 
managed to cast Divine Shield on herself, somehow 
including her tormentor in it, hands round his throat. 
Had her shield held up for a few seconds more, young 
Bors would have been sent home in a coffin, rather 
than in acolyte's robes, on foot. I did take Nægling 
under my wing, and into my chambers then. Clearly, 
returning her to the Abbey is impossible. Hence, I 
thought of you. May the Light reward you for your



kindness in accepting her as a guest."

"I would never refuse anyone coming from you,
Father. Even less so now I know her story."

"I have a few more requests to make of you. Nægling
is marked in both body and spirit by her ordeal. I fear
that, placed in any group of men, history might repeat
itself. Please keep her as far away as possible from
any of your men endowed with a sense of... let us call it
humour. Also, do not let her sleep in communal
sleeping quarters, for the same reason. If you would,
find her separate sleeping accomodations. She must
find a way to heal her mind. I fear that for her body, it
may be too late."

Gerrig thought a moment. Ah.

"I think I have a solution. We recently employed a
Gnome rogue who gathers intelligence on the
Blackrock Orcs. She, likewise, does not enjoy sleeping
with the rest of the men and has procured private
sleeping quarters in one of the store cupboards.
Paladin Nægling can share her room."

"That would be splendid. Thank you."



The wind was in his face. The night was cool, and a
full moon was out. He ran, faster than the wind, faster
than a speeding bird. The feeling was incredible. He
knew he could keep it up as long as he wanted. The
Night-elf, Fairbreeze, had visited them this evening,
and by the leave of the Boss, had taken him out into
the forest. Fairbreeze had taught Cullan how to run.
Run wild, free. Cullan knew he was cursed, but this
magnificent feeling almost made up for it. Just for the
sheer fun of it, he leapt onto a large boulder, then
jumped off, to see how far he could reach. He landed
on his hands, let his arms give a little, then pushed
himself back up, and ran on with a grin on a face well
suited to grinning. In front of him was a hill, and he
attacked it, devoured it, made it his, with unlimited
strength, pushing his muscles as hard as he could.
Within mere seconds, he reached the top of the hill,
and looked out over the moonlit forest before him. His
flanks rose and fell quickly with short breaths, until
finally, he breathed in the scents of the forest all round
him.

Cuchullain howled.

"Hey. Who are you?"



The little Gnome woman had returned to her quarters
to find some strange Human woman sitting on her
knees on the floor, across the hallway from her door. A
hood covered her head.

"My name is Nægling. I have been assigned to these
sleeping quarters. I saw the sign, so I thought I would
wait to enter."

Interalia raised her eyebrows. "Nobody told me!
Bloody typical of lugs. Oh well. We'll sort that out later.
Pray enter."

Nægling read the sign again.

"Are you the guard Gnome?"

Interalia gave her a look. "Guard. Gnome. Listen to
yourself while you say it." Nægling apparently did. "It's
a joke! Come on in."

Interalia stepped in, followed by Nægling. She lit a
few candles and dropped her cloak over a chair.
Nægling looked round, and pushed back her hood.
Interalia stared.

"By the Light! What have you done to your face?"

Nægling looked surprised, brushed her fingers
across her cheek.



"Held it too close to a band of hungry Gnolls," she
said.

"Oh, I see. What were you doing up North anyway?"

"I was on a quest. I failed." She turned round, looking
at the door. "Who put that sign there?"

"I did. Why?"

"You did? Do you enjoy being called a garden
Gnome?"

"Nope. That's why I put that sign there. Better I do it
than someone else. Don't you love Humans in big
groups?"

"They have reason to dislike me. I allowed their work
to be destroyed. I was ordered to guard it with my life."

"That's a stupid order if ever I heard one. She who
fights and runs away, will live to fight another day."

"It was very important that the book be delivered to
Morgan's Vigil. People will die because of my failure."

Interalia's face froze. She looked into Nægling's
eyes, unbelieving.

"Hold on. Morgan's Vigil? Burning Steppes Morgan's
Vigil? How long have you been in the Pally business?"

"Four months," said Nægling. "Why?"



"Right. Then what kind of a stupid pissant would
send a complete noob like you into a place like that?
It's a miracle that you got as far as you did. You should
be nice and safe in Elwynn Forest, sharpening your
skills on the bloody Defias Brotherhood."

"The Commander told me not to engage the enemy,
but instead see to it that the book was delivered."

"Did he say what to do if the enemy engaged you?"

"Evade them."

"Evade them? How?"

"By running, I suppose."

"Did it work?"

Nægling stared at the floor. "No."

"Let me tell you, Miss. You are lucky that the Gnolls
caught you."

"Am I?"

"Yes, because if they hadn't, the demons that live in 
the Burning Steppes sure as hell would have. They can 
sense any living thing that passes in their neck of the 
wood, and they would have grabbed you as soon as 
you stuck your nose in there. Gnolls may not be nice, 
but they just want to eat your flesh. Demons want to eat 
your soul. You would have spent months there, dying.



Nobody has any business going there if they can't fight
off the local wildlife."

"The Commander is wise. He knew that I could
complete my quest, or I would not have been sent on it.
The failure is mine alone."

"No it bloody isn't. You can't expect a Pally to do that
kind of thing after, how much? Three months of
training?"

"Two weeks."

Interalia's jaw dropped, then, she shook her small
head. "I really hope I never get to meet that
Commander of yours. He sounds like a complete
arsehole to me."

"He would have sent more capable Paladins, but
they were all called away to a battle. I was the only one
available."

"Available? Look, if I needed someone to walk 
through that wall there, and you were the only one in 
the room besides me. If I told you to do it, could you? 
No. So whose fault is it that you dropped the bloody 
spellbook? You or that Commander? Let me tell you, 
you have more chance to walk through that wall, than 
you have of making it to Morgan's Vigil alone. Trust me, 
I've been there. I was hiding my sorry arse most of the



time, and hoping none of 'em was good enough to see
through." Interalia's eyes met Nægling's. "It's not your
fault. You did better than anyone had a right to expect.
You came back. And now you're here, For a special
treat, you can have the top shelf."

Nægling looked at the broad shelf, upon which
someone had helpfully put one of the castle's standard
military issue straw mattresses. She nodded.

"Thank you."

"No worries. Mind you, I was going to make Nix sleep
there. No matter. He can sleep on the floor."

Nægling opened the bag with her belongings, and
started to remove her robe. She put the robe in her bag
and tossed it up on her bed to use as a pillow. Interalia
dropped her clothes on a chair, chattering on the while.

"He's coming here to put in one of those fancy new
rain-baths for the use of Them Upstairs. Probably going
to be in and out of the place. You know that the first
one is always free, but then Holy Crap!"

Interalia stared at Nægling, who was standing in the 
middle of the room, in her underwear. Her body was a 
painting of agony. Scars ran over every available patch 
of skin. Parallel scratches where Gnolls' paws had 
raked her, healed puncture wounds, burns from the



Gnoll magic users, bite marks on her legs. Interalia
slowly looked up into Nægling's face.

"Miss, I take it all back. You're not lucky to be alive,
it's a bloody miracle!"

Nægling closed her eyes. "Yes. That sounds about
right."

She put her hands on the side of the shelf, and
jumped up. She didn't quite make it, and dropped back
down again, landing on her bad leg with a small grunt.
Before she could try again, she felt Interalia's hand on
her hip. The small woman was standing there, hands
out for her to step on.

"Don't trouble yourself. I can manage."

"I'm sure you can. You'll just manage a little easier
with a leg up. Step on, Miss."

Nægling paused a moment, then put a foot on
Interalia's hands. To her surprise, Interalia easily lifted
her over her head, and she rolled onto the mattress.

"Thank you."

"No problem."

Nægling lay back on the mattress, under the blanket. 
Interalia watched her pull the leather strap from her 
hand, then practice moving her ring finger. Pain was on



her face, but the finger moved. Interalia shook her
head.

"Miss, I've underestimated you. You're tough as
nails. No wonder you've lost your sense of humour."

"I've read several humorous books," said Nægling.
"Often, through the medium of jest, by painting a
picture of reality drawn to the absurd, one can reach
insights that might otherwise have eluded one's
attention."

Interalia looked up at Nægling. Nægling looked back
at her. A little grin stole onto Interalia's face.

"You're taking the piss!"

Nothing changed on Nægling's face, but her eyes
glinted.

"Good night, Interalia."

"Night, Nails. Oh. Do you mind if I keep the candles
on for a bit? I need to get this open."

From her desk, she picked up a small box, took out
her new lockpick set and started fiddling with the lock.

"Nix has been sending me presents. This lockpick 
set, for one. In a lockbox, of course. Little flowers. 
Chocolate even. Charmer." She scraped the inside of 
the lock with one of her needle-small picks, trying to



find purchase.

"The real presents, of course, are the locks. He
makes them, I pick them. So far, I've been able to open
every one of them, but I have to admit, this one's got
me stumped. I almost think it's a dud."

Nægling rolled over, looking down on the Gnome
woman as she teased the lock with her tools.

"What do you mean?"

"Well, it's the last one he'll send me before he gets
here. Maybe this lock won't open even with the key.
Maybe it's a thing that looks like a lock, but isn't. Maybe
he hopes to get favours from me if I can't open it. Git."

"Is he your boyfriend?"

Interalia grinned. "Naah. He's a nice guy, but I don't
get on with people long enough for boyfriends. Maybe
I'll give him an unforgettable night sometime, but
tomorrow night is not that night."

"Can I see the box?"

"Sure." Interalia handed it to her. Nægling shook it.

"Nothing inside, I think. Unless it's something light."

"Yeah. Maybe he's counting on me not getting it
open. But if I call foul on him and it's not a dud, then
he's got me over the barrel."



"Hm." Nægling took the box in her hands, took a
deep breath and pulled. With a crack, the lid came off.
Interalia's jaw dropped.

"You stupid woman! You're not supposed to do that!"

"No? Oh, I'm sorry. Still, now you can see the lock
from the inside. If it is a dud, you can beat up your
not-a-boyfriend with it. If it's not... well, then your
ignorant lug of a roommate broke your toy." She
handed Interalia back her box. "It's empty."

Interalia started to smile, then to laugh.

"And to think you're a Holy Paladin!"

"I'm not," said Nægling. "I'm a Retribution Paladin. I
kick arse in the name of the Light." She lay back down
and turned over. "Good night."

"Night, Nails."

Interalia took a magnifying glass out of a drawer and
looked at the lock. She started to smile. You utter
bastard. There's no way any key would ever fit in that.
You're going to the cleaners, Nix Steambender!
Giggling to herself, she got into bed, blew out the
candle and slept.



Cullan walked the dark streets of Gilneas City, on his
way to a certain nobleman's house. His muscles were
aching, his ribs hurt, and he had a very promising
bruise on his arm from the attempt of one of his
comrades to take his dagger away from him. Much to
his surprise, he had found that he could train without
changing his shape. As Loren was fond of pointing out,
most of the fighting happens in people's heads, and
becoming angry was a recipe for failure.

He came to the door, and looked round. The woman
he was going to pick up was very... valuable. Losing or
allowing her to be hurt was not even to be considered.
All was clear, and he knocked on the door. It opened,
and the woman came out.

"You're late."

"Apologies, Ma'am."

The woman made a small, irritated noise, and they 
walked out into the street. Cullan looked round for 
trouble, found none, then looked back at the woman. 
When he had first seen her, he had been struck by how 
pretty she was. She was a lady of... well, no need to 
mince words. She was a whore. Whores, in Cullan's 
admittedly uninformed imagination, were bawdy 
wenches, hanging around in low taverns, tempting the



sailors with brief looks at their naked bodies, before
taking them up the stairs, and relieving them of their
gold. This woman looked nothing like that.

"I trust your business went well, Ma'am?"

The woman turned her head to Cullan, gave him a
cold look, then looked ahead again. Cullan could hear
her breath, feel her anger.

"Next time, don't be late. I do not appreciate being
kept waiting in that house."

"It will not happen again, Ma'am."

A man walked past on the other side of the street.
Cullan watched him closely. There was no aggression
in his bearing. He did not look their way, did not notice
Cullan looking at him.

"Is this an especially challenging... customer?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing, Ma'am. Pardon me if I have offended you. I
imagine your trade is not an easy one."

The woman gave a small, sarcastic laugh. "My
'trade'. What a nice way to call someone a whore."

"Ma'am. I must apologise, I did not mean to imply...
To be made to do the things you have to do..." Cullan
faltered.



The woman shook her head, and laughed. "Oh you
ignorant... pillock."

She took a deep breath, stared into the night.

"Poor little Maisie Scrubb, taken from the loving arms
of her dear mother, away from the warmth of her family.
All for a few pieces of silver and some gold. Her dad
prob'ly pissed it into the river the same evening. So
they take her to one of their brothels, and make her
take her dress off, and then her under-things, and tell
her to walk about the room with all her bits sticking out,
for everyone to look at, tell her to take her hands away
so they can see better. And then..."

Maisie looked at Cullan, giving his imagination a few
moments to complete the picture.

"Then, they put her in a big copper bath, first time 
she's washed herself in a week. She's never been in a 
bath that you can lie down in, and they have some 
woman there, just to scrub her off, and not just her 
back, mind. And they put soap in the water, so she 
smells nice. And then they brush her hair, a hundred 
strokes each side, can you believe it? She thinks she'll 
go bald. And then, they bring in a whole rack of 
dresses, made of silk, and pick one for her to put on... 
the best dress she's ever worn. They say it's rubbish,



and that they need another one, and that one is even
better."

"Next thing you know, some little poof wearing a wig
comes in and makes a big fuss over how the dress
needs to be taken in under her tits, and how it doesn't
do anything for the shape of her body, and he does all
kinds of stuff with scissors, cuttin' up the best dress
she's ever worn, and sewing it together again, and they
make her look in the mirror, and blimey!"

Maisie looked ahead, smiling.

"The girl doesn't recognise herself in the mirror. They
add jewellery, silver, because gold doesn't go with the
dress, they make up her eyes, paint her lips. Pierce her
ears for earrings, and then..."

"Then, they start to teach her. How to tell the silk that 
adventurers bring in from the silk that's specially 
ordered, and shipped in on ships that don't get into 
port. Mageweave stockings, woven from moonlight and 
magic. They teach her how to show herself, so that 
men will look at her, and want her, without giving away 
the goods too soon. They teach her to speak, all over 
again, so that all traces of the Rottens are erased from 
her vocabulary. And she learns. The girl drinks it like 
wine, breathes it in like perfume, until she knows how



to behave, how to eat at official banquets, what all the
knives and forks and spoons are for, to appreciate fine
foods and wines, so that even at the table of King Genn
Greymane, she will not look out of place, and they give
her a new name to use, so that now, she is Miss
Maressa."

She turned her eyes to Cullan. Cullan held her gaze
for a moment, then looked away.

"And then, the girl is sent to the house of a young
nobleman, who has lost his wife to disease, and to his
shame has found that he misses not only his wife's love
and companionship, but also the play at night in bed.
These pleasures, he has not tasted since first she
became ill, and the girl... sees to his needs, and when
she comes back, she has more gold in her purse than
her family could have earned in a month, and she still
remembers the look in his eyes. Those are the times
that I love my work, Mr. Cuchullain. You have no idea
how many problems can be solved by a pair of warm
arms, and a little understanding." Miss Maressa's face
became hard.

"And then there are the times, when the girl is made 
to pretend that she is the daughter of the client, and to 
call him 'Daddy' and beg for his attentions, while the



daughter is in bed asleep, three doors away."

Cullan's mouth fell open, and he looked away. He
hardly dared look at Maressa again.

"Surely, you can... avoid that? Even in your place of
employ, there must be... standards?"

Maressa's laugh was brief, and not really amused.

"When a client stinks, you can send him away to
bathe. When he wants to use you in ways that will
leave marks, spoil you for the next client, you can send
him back to negotiate with Madam, who may or may
not allow it, for the right price. But refusing a client
simply because you do not like the words?
Unthinkable."

She gave Cullan a serious look.

"Also, what do you think will happen in that house, if I
were to refuse the Lord?"

They came to the House of Ill Repute. Maressa
looked into Cullan's eyes, unblinking, unashamed.

"Yes, Mr. Cuchullainn, I am a whore. But only in the
sense that the liquid headache you may drink in the
inn, is also called 'wine'."



Part 6: Travel Well

 

It was the appointed hour, and the appointed place,
just North of Galardell Valley. Gerrig looked round.
They were in the middle of a field, waiting for the Orcs
to arrive. He was about to find out how honourable
Orcs really were, as only six soldiers accompanied him.
Albert had assured him that the chance of any foul play
was minimal. Orcs lived their lives by strict codes of
honour, and once they had given their word, that was
their bond. Theoretically. If any foul play did occur, their
resident Gnome Rogue was under orders to report
back to the castle. Gerrig did not know where she was,
which was good.

There was a noise, and a guard of at least two dozen
Orcs appeared in the clearing. None of them had drawn
weapons. None of them even looked at the Humans. At
the head of the Orcs was Jheren Gath'ilzogg.

"Sir, I didn't start it. Honestly I didn't! Don't give me to
them!"

Gerrig looked at Eiric, and smiled.



"Not to worry, my lad. We're just here to talk.
Nobody's going to get killed."

Eiric looked at the Orcs, shaking. It was going to take
a little more convincing than that.

 

Jheren Gath'ilzogg walked towards Gerrig, and held
out his hands.

"I have come. See, I hold no weapons. If my Orc
prove untruthful, you may kill me."

Gerrig took a step forward. "I see, Jheren
Gath'ilzogg. We are at parlay. None of my men will
draw steel or strike out."

"Good. Let us address the matter at hand. Three
nights ago, there was strife between one of my Orc and
one of your Men, in violation of the Accord. I seek to
redress this violation."

"I know of the event of which you speak. As you can
see, no lasting harm was done to my man, nor, I
believe, to your Orc. The wounds were healed. I
believe your Warrior sustained none."

"It is true that the wounds were not grievous, but the 
violation of the Accord is. We have questioned the Orc 
concerned at length, and have learned from him that it



was he who opened the hostilities. That the accord may
continue, I hereby offer you his life. Let your warrior
witness his death."

Gath'ilzogg raised his hand, and two Orcs walked up,
carrying between them the limp form of another. Gerrig
took a breath. The Orc was hardly able to stand on his
legs, arms tied behind him, blindfold, shaking. One of
his tusks was missing and congealed blood was on his
chin. Three more Orc Warriors walked up, two carrying
between them the trunk of a tree, the third carrying a
large war-axe. Gath'ilzogg adressed Gerrig.

"Let your man come forward, and answer this
question: Is this the Orc who attacked him?"

Gerrig looked round at Eiric, who was near to
fainting.

"Answer the question, boy. The answer is 'Yes', if
you need the help."

Pale as a sheet, Eiric stepped forward, nodded his
head.

"Aye, Sir. It is."

Gath'ilzogg crossed his arms.

"Then let him pay for his transgression. Bring forth
the axe!"



The Orc carrying the axe walked to Gerrig in carefully
measured steps as the others set the tree-trunk before
him. The luckless Orc was kicked down, his head put
on the tree-trunk. The axe was presented to Gerrig.

Gerrig looked at Gath'ilzogg. The Orc Warlord looked
back, his face betraying no emotion at all. Gerrig took
the axe. He stepped forward, looking at Gath'ilzogg.

"Did you bind his eyes for his benefit, or for mine?"

Gath'ilzogg shrugged. "He has none. They were
removed as part of the interrogation."

Gerrig shuddered. Oh, you poor bastard. Gerrig had
no problem killing Orcs on the battlefield. They had the
opportunity to fight back, or run away. Never in all his
life had he had to punish any of his men, other than
assigning them extra heavy duties for a few weeks. He
looked at the small heap of misery that had walked
Azeroth with pride and confidence so short a while ago,
noticing the signs of torture. Fingers bent out of shape,
burns on his bare arms, blood trickling from under the
bandages over his empty eye-sockets.

"Let's send you home," he whispered. "Light forgive
me."

No sense in waiting. Gerrig focused for a clean blow. 
The axe rose. The axe fell. The Orc's head rolled,



among spurts of dark blood. Behind him, he could hear
the faint noises of Eiric trying not to be sick. Gerrig
didn't blame him. He felt like throwing up himself. With
a steady hand, he gave the axe back to the Orc who
had given it to him. Then, he turned to Gath'ilzogg.

Gath'ilzogg looked from the headless corpse to
Gerrig.

"Does this compensate for the breach of the
accord?"

"It does," said Gerrig. "The Accord stands, and may
this never be repeated."

"So be it," said Gath'ilzogg. The Orc's corpse was
taken away, head and all, and the Humans found
themselves alone in the clearing.

"They didn't have to do that, Sir. They didn't have to.
It was only a bit of a scrap. Not worth getting yer head
lobbed off."

"They felt they had to, Eiric. And they will expect the
same of us if one of us is stupid enough to take steel to
them."

"What about her?"



One of the soldiers pointed at Nægling, who was
kneeling in front of the shrine in the function hall, deep
in meditation, or prayer.

"Oi! You! Gathering of all the men. That includes
you."

No response. Another soldier waved a hand in front
of Nægling's hooded face. She didn't stir.

"And afterwards, we'll roll dice to see who can have
you first," said another.

Nægling didn't as much as move a muscle. The men
shrugged. None of them felt like poking her. That little
rogue shrimp had expressed opinions on anyone
messing with Paladin Nægling, and they knew quite
well by now that Interalia was not in the habit of wasting
breath on idle threats. If that wasn't enough, there was
also the air of barely controlled waves of violence about
the disfigured woman. Somehow, the rumour had got
round that she'd almost killed one of her class-mates
for looking at her in a funny way.

"Leave her. It's starting."

 

Gerrig climbed on top of the High Table. He looked 
round the dining hall at the assembled men. Sir Roland, 
Lieutenant Smith and Sir Wilfrid were also present.



They would repeat his words to their own men later.

"Soldiers of Caer Bannog, Dwellers in the Castle of
Caer Bannog, Honoured Guests." Gerrig looked round
the assembly. "This morning I had a meeting with
Warlord Gath'ilzogg of the Blackrock Clan. He had
been told that one of his Orcs had violated the Accord
of non-agression that exists between us. Rather than
allow this blemish on his honour to exist, he rendered
the Orc up to me, for execution. This morning, I struck
the head off one of the Light-forsaken wretches, and it
was a mercy on the creature. Let this be a warning to
everyone. The Blackrock Orcs take the Accord, and
their honour, extremely seriously. They expect us to do
the same. And we will."

Gerrig paused a moment, to let this sink in.

"The Accord exists between us for the excellent
reason that we have a common enemy in the Scourge.
Before the end, we may come to fight side by side with
the Horde against this threat. Those of you who have
been to the Eastern Plaguelands can attest to this. We
must not waste any lives quarreling between ourselves
and the Horde."

"From the time this castle was built, up to this 
morning, the most severe punishment that existed



between its walls was banishment. Today, this
changes, in the hope and the expectation that things
will not be allowed to progress that far. From this
moment onward, any man or woman of Caer Bannog
found to be in violation of the Accord, that is, anyone
who attacks, harasses, provokes or otherwise engages
the Blackrock Orcs, will be handed over to them, to be
executed in a manner of their choosing, be it hanging,
beheading or burning at the stake. Thus, we may be
spared a renewal of hostilities that will cost us far more
than all the previous conflicts put together, and leaves
us unable to prepare for the coming of the Scourge.
This is the Rule of Caer Bannog."

Selena opened her eyes, and the first thing she saw 
was long, blonde, wiry hair not three inches away from 
her face. What the... She blinked a few times, and 
memory floated back in. Right. Kharanos. Hieronimo 
raised her head, and went through a similar process of 
why, who and what before she looked round. They 
opened the sleeping bag and emerged shivering into 
the soft light of dawn. Making sure bare feet did not 
meet snow, they got dressed very quickly. To their 
surprise, the fire was burning, and a pot of coffee was



spreading its alluring smell. Berrin was sitting by the
fire, mug in hand, while Thorfin Stoneshield was rolling
up his hammock. He looked round at the girls,
disappointed that he wouldn't get the opportunity to
wake them up by shouting.

Berrin dug out a small frying pan, and strips of
bacon. Selena provided bread, Hieronimo had brought
apples from home. Thorfin Stoneshield decided to relax
his rule against sharing, and handed out strips of dried
meat that they could eat on the march, for later.
Hieronimo shivered in the cold morning air, and Berrin
refilled Hieronimo's mug, studying the lass with a kind
eye. She could hardly be more than, oh, twenty-five.
His grand-daughter was that age.

"Had a good night, then?"

Hieronimo sighed. "Yeah, once I got in the bag with
her. She's got a much better sleeping bag than mine."

"Oh? Show me yours."

Hieronimo pulled out her own sleeping bag. It was
made from thick wool, patent-knitted. Almost sleeping
armour. Berrin turned it round in his big calloused
hands.

"Nothing wrong with that." He pointed at his own 
sleeping space. "But ye didn't put down enough of an



under-layer like I did. So when you lie down, you press
down the wool, and yer lying on the cold stones. Gettin'
it wet with snow is also not a good idea. Get lots of pine
branches like I did next time, and ye'll be alright. They
also smell nice. Our Selena there's got one of those
posh yeti fur things. Ye can lie on those and the hairs
underneath will still trap air."

"Ariciel made it for me," said Selena, "When she
heard I was going to sleep out. Got one of her friends in
Darnassus to send her the stuff. I have to write to her."

Thorfin stirred. "Well, ye can do that tonight. Time to
do some real hunting. We'll be hunting boar, bears and
wolves. Five of each per head. Proceeds to be taken to
Brewnall village, off to the North. Let's have the pets
out. Oh. They'll be pissed off when you summon them,
so keep some food handy to feed 'em. You first, Mr.
Rockwalker."

Berrin gave a nod, and whistled loudly. From out of
nowhere, a boar appeared in front of him. Its coat was
light brown, and it had a murderously annoyed look in
its small eyes. Berrin quickly fed the boar some of the
dried meat he always kept in his pack. For the
occasion, he also fed the boar a few dried apples.



"Very good," said Thorfin, "Not my choice of pet,
mind, but there you have it. Miss Caer Bannog. You're
up."

Selena swallowed, wet her lips and whistled in the
way Thorfin Stoneshield had taught her only yesterday.
What if Hugin wouldn't come? Her heart leaped as she
heard Hugin's familiar screech. Following Trainer
Stoneshield's advice, she quickly fed her some of her
favourites. Hugin flapped off into a tree, and sat there,
watching them, almost sulking. Thorfin peered up at
her, and sneered.

"That's a young windroc! How on Azeroth did a
beginner like you get hold of one of those?"

"My father gave her to me, when she was just a
chick. I tamed her, and reared her by hand. That was
about five years ago."

Berrin laughed. "And by ancient law, only the King or
a prince is allowed to fly one. That's just like yer dad,
sticking it to them like that."

"Yeah," said Selena. "By ancient law, I'm just about
allowed to throw a stick. Doesn't war bring out
everybody's practical sense?"

"Bah," said Thorfin. "Those birds don't live here. 
Someone went all the way to sodding Nagrand to get it



for you. These are not children's toys! What were they
thinking?"

Selena gave Thorfin a cold stare. "They were
thinking, this girl is going to be the leader of all the Caer
Bannog hunters. Better give her something good to
work with."

"What? You? Leader of a group of hunters? Don't be
daft. Who's going to listen to you, when you don't even
know yer arse from yer elbow?"

"Correct me if I'm wrong, Mr. Stoneshield, but isn't it
your job to point out that important difference to me?
Shall we get on with it?"

"Pah. When I were a lad, there weren't any women
hunters. Women stayed home and cooked what we
hunted up. Were bloody good at it, too. These days, ye
can count yerself lucky if they don't drop the meat in
the fire. And they have the gall to call it progress."

Hieronimo smiled at Thorfin. "Why, Mr. Stoneshield.
You'd almost think you thought men and women
weren't equals."

"Weren't you pointing out the difference yerself not a 
day ago? How many men do ye know who've given 
birth? Equals? We had it pretty well worked out a while 
back, and then some daft bint thought she'd try to do a



man's work and nobody did the women's work
anymore."

Selena scowled. "You mean the men couldn't wrap
their minds round such difficult tasks as, oh, sticking a
pot in the oven?"

"As well as sticking out our necks huntin' for boar?"
Thorfin looked round at Berrin, who was smiling into his
beard. He was definitely not going to get involved in
this. You pull it, mate, and you tank it. Thorfin shot
Berrin a nasty look.

"Anyway, we were trying to get this party on the road.
Your turn, Wildheart."

Hieronimo sniffed, then let out a whistle. A large
white bear growled at her, annoyed at keeping him
cooped up wherever it was that pets went when you
dismissed them. She remembered, and rooted round in
her pack for something to give to the beast. The bear
nearly had her fingers as well as the treat, and lay
down.

"Well everybody, meet Bjorn. I believe 'Bjorn' means
'Big ornery sod' in some strange language."

Berrin grinned. "It's Nordic. It means 'Bear'. Ye
named yer bear Bear."

"Yeah, like I said. Big ornery sod."



"Um," said Selena, "He doesn't look like he likes
you."

"He doesn't, but I only tamed him a week ago. I'm not
letting it worry me. He doesn't like anyone."

Thorfin took a good look at the bear, and nodded.
"Now that's more like it. Feed him lots of meat and fish,
and he'll be yer best friend in no time."

"What meat is best?"

"The kind that comes from other animals. Bears ain't
fussy. We'll be hunting all over the place today, so
never worry. Right. Let's go."

Selena raised a finger. "Aren't you going to summon
a pet?"

"What? With three experts here? I'll cook whatever
you ladies catch. Probably be done in five minutes.
Move out!"

 

They were running through the snowy valleys of the
Grizzled Den, on their way to the small trade post of
Brewnall Village. They met many interesting creatures.
Boars, bears, large cats, wolves.

"There's one! Get him!"



Selena fit an arrow to her bow, and let fly. With the
arrow in the air, she cried out to Hugin, who shot out
towards the wolf. The wolf growled, an arrow sticking
out of its side, and charged Selena, who turned pale
and quickly grabbed another arrow. Hugin had to fly
round to get at the wolf. Selena let loose her arrow too
soon, and it flew off at an angle. She grabbed her staff
and used it to keep the wolf away from her till Hugin
swooped down on it, beak and talon. The wolf yelped,
and fell down, mortally wounded. Selena thrust her staff
into the wolf's skull, and it lay still.

"Any pull ye walk away from," said Thorfin. "Anyone
care to explain what went wrong here?"

"Shot it before the bird could get to it," said
Hieronimo.

"Exactly!" Thorfin turned back to Selena. "Letting yer
bird attack with the arrow in the air is showing off, and if
ye have prey that ye can't one-shot, yer toast. So now,
Miss Wildheart, show us how it's done. I see a bear a
hundred yards to the North. Let's have it."

Hieronimo nodded, and ran forward, calling to Bjorn.
Bjorn gave her one sullen look, then sat down on his
haunches and refused to move.

"Get moving ye sod!"



Bjorn gave her a look, and lay down on the ground,
head on his paws. Never had 'sod you' been said so
clearly in body language. Hieronimo looked round at
Thorfin, who shook his head.

"No use getting angry at it. Got more meat?"

"This is going to cost a fortune," said Hieronimo.

"Not with us here as well, lass," said Berrin. He gave
Hieronimo a few lumps of wolf flank from earlier
catches. Hieronimo waved it in front of Bjorn, who
conceded to get to his feet and take it from her.

"Right, Bjorn. There's more meat for ye if you give
me a hand with that bear over there."

Bjorn looked and charged in, growling. Thorfin raised
his hand.

"Wait for it. Ye want that bear to be lookin' only at
Bjorn. Wait... Now!"

Hieronimo got down on one knee, aimed and fired. 
The shots echoed through the valley. After the third 
shot, the bear fell over. Bjorn came bounding back to 
her, feeling like the mightiest bear in the woods. He'd 
hardly had to hit that bear at all! More meat? Hieronimo 
grinned, and scratched Bjorn on the back of his head, 
away from the teeth. She gave him another lump of 
meat. They walked over to the dead bear. Berrin took



the skin off the bear and together, they cut up the meat.

"Well, it looks like I'm going to have a job tonight after
all."

Selena looked disapprovingly at Thorfin. "This is
already more meat that we and our pets can eat in a
week. You shouldn't take more than you need."

Thorfin looked up at Selena. "Ah. Yer right, but don't
worry. None of this'll go to waste. We'll sell it to the
merchants at Brewnall Village. They'll find someone
hungry in Ironforge or Kharanos."

"Sell it?"

"Aye," said Thorfin, with a grin. "I'll even let ye keep
the money. Welcome to the world of gainful
employment."

"Cool!" said Selena.

 

They made a great circuit of the Grizzled Den, 
slaughtering all in their path. Their sacks heavy with 
meat of all kinds, they finally made it to Brewnall 
Village. Selena looked at the coins in her hand. They 
were definitely, completely, hers. It was a new 
experience for her. Everything else she had, she'd 
been given. This was money she'd earned through her



own skill. Why hadn't she ever thought of doing this
before? She looked round. Berrin, Thorfin and
Hieronimo were talking together, working out the best
way to get back to Kharanos. She grinned, and walked
over to the nearest merchant.

 

"Right. Over the lake it is, then. Where's our
skyscraper?"

Selena walked up, and sniffed. "I'm assuming that's
me?"

"Who else? Good! Let's go!"

They crossed the frozen lake of Iceflow at a brisk
pace, and ran over the river, till they came to a bridge.
Here, they turned right and after an hour's steady
running, they found themselves back in Kharanos.
Rooms had been booked for them in the tavern
attached to the Thunderbrew Distillery. Thorfin
Stoneshield rubbed his hands as he walked up to the
bar.

"Now before ye lads turn in, I want you to write us an
essay of about five hundred words about what ye did
today."

Hieronimo frowned. "Five hundred?"



"About a page of parchment," said Selena. "Or two if
you write in big letters. No sweat. We can do it."

"You can. Dammit, I'm a hunter, not a scribe. Hate
writing."

"Get on with it then," said Thorfin. "Dinner's at six."

"But that's an hour from now," said Hieronimo.

"Well, ye can continue after dinner. I'll need it tonight
so I can send it off to Stormwind, to my so-called boss."

Selena put her hand on Hieronimo's shoulder.

"Come on. Sooner we start, sooner we'll be finished."

 

Hieronimo chewed her pencil, staring down on her
work.

"Do ye spell 'aggro' with an E on the end?"

"Nope. A-G-G-R-O. Like potato."

"Damn." Hieronimo rubbed something out. "Sod this.
I'll put in a picture. They say a picture is worth a
thousand words. No essay for me tomorrow."

Selena laughed. "Don't know if Mr. Stoneshield will
see it that way."

"Won't know till I try," said Hieronimo. She took a 
small wooden box out of her pack and took from it a 
few pieces of charcoal. Concentrating hard on her



work, she started drawing, now drawing a line, now
filling in areas, occasionally rubbing her finger over the
drawing. She held up the piece of parchment. Selena
looked. It was a picture of Bjorn as he charged in to
attack this morning's bear. Hieronimo had also put in
herself, Selena and Berrin.

"Oh, that's beautiful!"

"Meh. It'll do. Done better."

"Really?"

"Aye." Hieronimo dug out her notebook, and opened
it. "Here's one I did of Bjorn when I'd just tamed him.
Vivid memories and all."

Selena looked. Hieronimo had drawn Bjorn's face,
teeth bare, eyes glaring. She could almost hear him
roar.

"Oh wow. They really don't like it when you try to
tame them, do they?"

"Nope. And ye can't look away either. Just stand
there and take it, trying not to lose it. Was that bird any
better?"

"Gods, no. Came flailing at me like mad. And then,
they stop. Weird."

 



At six, they came down to find Berrin and Thorfin at
the table already. They slid onto the bench and started
to demolish their dinner. Hieronimo had bear stew,
Selena wolf flank with potatoes.

"How're yer essays getting on?"

"Almost done," said Selena.

"Two hundred more words," said Hieronimo, "Not
counting the picture."

"Done," said Berrin, looking unbearably smug.

"Very funny, Rockwalker. Well, early day tomorrow.
We'll be making for the Wetlands for some more
challenging beasts. I think I'll take a wee walk."

The girls sighed, and wandered upstairs, back to
their writing. Selena read her essay back.

"Right. This'll do. How far are you?"

"Need a hundred more words, and I don't know what
to say."

"Did you talk about how you used your gun?"

"Aye. 'I shot at the bear.' Ninety five still to go."

"Oh... Tell them what kind of gun it is, and where you
bought it, and what kind of bullets you're using, and
why, and how you like it. Should do you at least
another hundred words."



"Hm. Good idea."

Hieronimo wrote this down, recounted and came to
four hundred and ninety. She sneered.

"And then we went back to Kharanos and had the
meat we caught for dinner," said Selena. "That's five
hundred and five."

Hieronimo added this, and put her essay on the
table, on top of Selena's.

"I still think I should get some kind of credit for the
drawing." She looked outside, where the sun had set.
"Now what?"

Selena grinned, and dug in her pack. She put on the
table a bottle of red wine.

"I've just blown my first honest wages on drink," she
said. "Want some?"

"Heh. I'm more of an ale girl, but I won't say no."

They dug out their mugs, filled up.

"To the hunt!"

They drank. Selena looked at her empty mug.

"You know, they only had the red, and I like white
better. But I don't care. It's my bottle and mine alone. I
earned it. Want some more?"



Hieronimo held up her mug. Selena poured out more
wine.

"To... to... Um, to what?"

"The Alliance?"

"Works for me. To the Alliance!"

There was only a little left in the bottle. Selena
poured it out into their mugs, saw that hers was a bit
fuller than Hieronimo's and poured a bit from her mug
into the other.

"To Ironforge!"

Selena picked up the empty bottle, and looked at the
label.

"Must remember this wine. And not buy it again."

"Bah. What do ye want to buy wine for anyway? Stick
to ale. Puts hair on yer chest."

Selena looked at Hieronimo,

"I don't want hair on my chest."

"Oh. Ah well, then it'll put something else on yer
chest. C'mon. I'll get us some ale. Much better."

 

They walked down into the bar, and looked round at
the clientele.



"Right. Now this is how ye get ale. I'll be the pretty
one, and go for the main, and you can be the ugly one
and grab his mate."

"Oi! I resign that." Selena looked puzzled. "I re... I
don't like that."

"Sorry bout that, but yer a Human. We get to a
Human place, you be the pretty one. Now watch me."

Hieronimo walked over to a likely dwarf.

"Hi! I'm pretty and I'm thirsty. Buy me a drink?"

The Dwarf at the bar looked Hieronimo up and down,
and grinned. "As long as ye keep yer hands to yerself,
lass."

"With such a large beard? Oh alright then, I'll try to
keep civil. Oh could you get one for my friend as well?
She's Human, poor lass."

The dwarf laughed, and waved over the barman. He
looked appreciatively at Hieronimo's blonde hair,
friendly if somewhat unsteady smile and generous
curves. The drinks arrived. Selena tasted. Bitter, but
with sweet undertones. Would take a bit of getting used
to. She kept practicing and observed Hieronimo as she
wound her bloke round her finger.

"'Scuse me, Miss."



Another dwarf pushed Selena aside, put his hand on
the shoulder of Hieronimo's conquest, and whispered
something in his ear, in Dwarvish. Selena could not
catch it all, but she recognised the name of Grif
Wildheart, and the word 'raptor' was the same in
Common. The other dwarf turned pale, looked at
Hieronimo again. Without any warning, he announced
that he'd left something on the fire at home, and left,
leaving Hieronimo with a puzzled look on her face.
Selena moved up one stool, and elbowed her.

"Couldn't quite catch what that other Dwarf was
saying. What's 'minderjarig'?"

"Underage. Dammit. I was doing alright."

Selena held up her mug.

"Never mind. Only lead to tears. What's this?"

Hieronimo looked. "Thunderbrew stout."

Selena drained her mug. "I don't like it. Let's have
'nother one. Different one. My round. I made loads of
money."

"They do a pale ale here. Maybe you like that better."

 

Selena leaned on Hieronimo's sturdy form as they 
walked the streets of Kharanos, giggling at lampposts,



the doors of the houses and snow rabbits.

"Haven't had 's much fun as this since..." Hieronimo
thought back into the mists of the past, through the
mists of the present. "Forever! Never thought there'd be
'nother girl hunter. Or a Human hunter, even."

"Bah! D'ye think we Humans grow bacon on trees?"

Hieronimo bent over laughing, and nearly dropped
Selena into a ditch.

"Never had any girl friends. Hunter groups is is one
big forest o' beards."

"Oh, shut up about beer," said Selena. "Whatever it's
it's putting on my chest, 's not working yet."

"Beards! Not beers!"

"I told you, shuddup." Selena stared at nothing. "I feel
strange."

 

"Feel better? Better out than in."

"Yes. Thankyou for carrying me. You're my best
friend."

"Us girls. Got to stick together."

"I'm all sticky. Oh. Right."

Hieronimo was quiet, staring ahead as she sat on a 
small rock while Selena sorted herself out with snow



and a handkerchief. A slow smile grew on her red
cheeks. She punched Selena in the side.

"What?"

"I've got an idea!"

"Yay for ideas! Is it a good one?"

"It's a great one!"

"What is it?"

"I..." Hieronimo blinked, shook her head. "I know this
dwarf here."

"Really? Place is crawling with Dwarves here. You're
a dwarf."

"Shutup. Let me finish. This dwarf. He does tattoos!
Let's both get a tattoo!"

"Two tattoos." Selena giggled.

"Yeah! They do things specially for hunters! Be
great!"

"Oo! They do animals?"

"Bound to!"

 

Thorfin Stoneshield banged on the door to the girls'
room, waited a few moments, for them to stop doing
strange female things he didn't want to know about,
and opened the door.



"Right! Let's have those essays. I have to send 'em
to Stormwind."

He found he was talking to nobody. The essays were
on the table, but no girls.

"Oh damn. Now where have you got to?"

He walked over to the room he shared with Berrin
and poked him awake.

"What?"

"The young ones. Do ye know where they are?"

Berrin sat up, and scratched his head.

"From yer question, I'm assumin' that they're not in
their rooms?"

"Right in one. Dammit. I hate these camping trips. Ye
always lose a few students."

Berrin got up, pulled his trousers from the chair and
hopped into them.

"Let's see what's in their room."

"They're not there."

"Maybe they are. Been to powder their noses, so to
speak. They always go in packs, women."

"Why?"

"Search me."



They wandered over to the girls' room. Berrin looked
round, and saw the essays lying on the table. He
picked up Hieronimo's one.

"Hey. That's good!"

"How would you know? Ye can't read!"

"True, but the lass did a drawing. Nice."

"Well, they're not here. Where could they have
gone?"

Berrin picked up the bottle and held it upside down.

"With this inside them? Not very far."

"Right. Time for a little hunting."

Thorfin concentrated, and magic flowed. As he
closed his eyes, his altered sight picked up the specks
of the Light where the minds were of Humans, Dwarves
and Gnomes that walked round in Kharanos.

"Anything?"

Thorfin screwed his eyes shut.

"Too bloody many. Dammit. I should know better
than to do this in built-up areas. Always gives me a
headache. Oh well. Old-fashion way then."

"Lead on, oh Teacher," said Berrin. "I suggest an
inn."

"So would I, but let's find the young ones first."



 

Kharanos was not a very large place, so after an
hour or so, there weren't many places left to look. Even
Berrin, natural optimist as he was, was looking worried.

"So," said Thorfin, "We've been in every bar in this
place, and into one place that I really hope those gals
didn't get into. Every shop. Every nook and cranny. If I
were a girl, where would I hide?"

There was a small cough behind them. As they
turned round, they looked into the frightening face of a
Dwarf. His arms, chest and face were covered with red
and blue pictures, geometrical shapes and alien runes.

"Do ye happen to be lookin' for two girls? One tall,
one medium?"

Thorfin took a deep breath.

"Yes! Have ye seen 'em?"

The tattooed dwarf grinned. "They're on my couch,
sleeping off the effects of the Light only knows what
sorts of booze. Want to come and pick them up?"

"Oh, let's," said Berrin.

They followed the tattoo artist down to his studio, 
where they found the girls on his couch, snoring in a 
most unladylike manner. On both their faces were



tattoos, consisting of concentric triangles in black, red
and blue. The tattoo Dwarf grinned.

"Don't worry. It's only temporary. Didn't use needles.
I suggest you let them sweat a bit before telling them
it'll wash off."

Berrin bent over Hieronimo, and gently turned her
face up to the light. A haze of alcohol wafted over.

"Nice work, though. Isn't that a design from the
North-east?"

"Hinterlands. I worked there for a year or so."

"Oh, ye've been having fun with the degenerates,
have ye?"

"Aye. Ye soon learn not to botch any of their tattoos.
They get intense about it. Anyway. Two girls, yours for
the taking if ye don't mind."

 

Berrin kicked open the door to the girls' room, and
gently let Selena down on the bed. Hieronimo was
deposited on the other. They were making soft noises.
Berrin pulled Selena up into a sitting position and
raised one of her arms. With a shake of the sleeve, it
came down. The other arm followed, and he pulled the
shirt over her head. Thorfin looked at Berrin in horror.



"What the blazes are ye doing?"

"Getting her out of her clothes, what else?"

"But... they're naked under their clothes!"

"Ye gods, Stoneshield. I have grand-children.
Nothing I haven't seen before. They'll be much more
comfortable without them. Anyway, they can keep their
under-things on. Young Selena's parted with some of
her drink over her shirt. Ye don't want that in bed with
you."

Berrin pulled off Selena's boots, unfastened her belt
and pulled the trouser legs, making her bottom bounce
up and down, to slight murmurs of protest. The trousers
came off and Selena's legs flopped back down onto the
bed. Berrin looked over his shoulder. Thorfin
Stoneshield was resolutely looking the other way.

"Care to run down for me and get a big jug of water
for 'em? Four pints for each of them at least."

Thorfin was gone almost before Berrin finished his 
sentence. Berrin shook his head, and put a blanket 
over Selena. Soon, both girls were lying under woollen 
blankets, fast asleep. Berrin looked down on the girls, 
smiling, arms crossed over his chest. First time out 
from under the watchful eye of the family. Ye gods, that 
took him back. At least a hundred years ago. First time



out with the hunter group. Best few weeks of his life.
Like these girls, he had severely underestimated the
power of drink. Slept it off in a ditch somewhere. The
door opened and Thorfin Stoneshield came in carrying
large jugs of water. They put them on a table and left
quietly.

"Right," said Berrin. "Don't know about you, but I
could do with a pint."

"I'll buy," said Thorfin Stoneshield.

"Mine's a stout," said Berrin.



Part 7: Face Value

 

Gerrig was on his way to his workroom, deep in
thought, when he heard a noise behind him. He turned
round to see their resident Gnome Rogue.

"Boss man? Can I have a word?"

"Certainly. You may call me 'Sir Gerrig', you know."

"Oh. Thanks, Boss." she took a breath. "In private?"

"Well, yes, but in public as well... oh I see. Follow
me."

They went up the stairs, and into the work room.
Gerrig hadn't changed it much since he took it over
from his father. Desk still in the same place, cupboards,
papers. On the desk was a sketch someone had made
of Marcia and his children, framed in dark oak. If there
were any difference, the place was a lot tidier than
when Old Bannog had used it. Interalia sat down on a
chair and looked at the boss.

"That speech this morning. About attacking,
provoking or otherwise looking funny at the Greens."

"Yes?"



"Does it apply to me?"

Gerrig sighed. "I'm not sure. How big a chance is
there of you ever getting caught?"

Interalia took her lucky silver coin out from inside her
shirt, and started moving it through her fingers. A sign
she was thinking, Gerrig knew. He waited patiently for
Interalia to answer.

"Not much. You said not to get caught, so I haven't
taken any chances. Haven't nicked anything they'd
miss. I'm too good for them to notice me if I really want
to stay hidden." She scratched her cheek with her coin.
"But all it takes is one accident, and all hell'l break
loose."

"Would you risk it if it were your life on the line?"

Interalia looked up, her dark eyes glinting at Gerrig.
"Sure. No problem. Far as I can see, they're being
good little Orcs. They aren't doing anything nasty I can
see. Training troops, mostly." A hard look came on her
face. "Still, I'm glad I wasn't there when they were
working on that poor bastard you chopped the head off.
I still wonder why they did that."

"So do I," said Gerrig." He raised one finger. "One. 
Gath'ilzogg was trying to please me, showing he takes 
the Accord seriously." He raised another finger. "Two.



He's reminding me what will happen if I attack any of
his Orcs. Three..."

"Three," said Interalia, "He's cottoned on to the fact
we seem to know more about him than he likes, and
this is a friendly reminder to stop peeking into his
bedroom."

Gerrig looked at Interalia with a small smile on his
face. "If ever you find out what goes on in Gath'ilzogg's
bedroom at night, I'd appreciate it if you kept it to
yourself. There's intelligence, and there's nightmare
fuel. Anyway, four."

"He's planning something, and he wants to scare you
into pulling back those damned good spies you seem to
have."

"Hah," said Gerrig. "Not a chance. My spy will never
be caught. She's too good to let a bunch of Orcs catch
her. Still..."

"Yes?"

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't have anything on your
person that linked you to the castle. If you do get
caught, Light forfend, I can deny you're anything to do
with me."

"Oh thanks, Boss Man. I feel all warm and fuzzy
inside now."



"Don't get caught. I don't want a declaration of war
written in hot poker on your back."

"Me neither, trust me. I'll be careful."

"Good. Oh, by the way, how is your new roommate
getting on?"

"Nails? Can't get the height of her. She looks happy
enough, even when bloody Gnolls used her as a chew
toy. I hear those Humans she was living with are a right
bunch of bastards. They could have healed her better
than they did, and she's not going to stop being pissed
off about that for a long, long time. And she's pissed off
at herself for dropping that spellbook. I keep trying to
tell her, noobs can't run to Morgan's Vigil and live. She
doesn't believe it." Interalia looked at the coin in her
hand, then put it back in its usual place. "Anyway, she's
one tough cookie. Doesn't whine, just gets on with it."
Interalia smiled. "I like her. She's mad. I've put out the
word with the soldiers that anyone who messes with
her better have all the kids he wants already."

Gerrig rubbed his chin. "That would certainly keep
me back."

"Hah. It's as much for their protection as for hers. I've 
got a feeling that when she goes all holy on their arses, 
they won't like it. Anyway, she spends most of her time



in front of that shrine. Or in bed, or at the table."

"Well, if it helps her recover, then it is well worth the
price of three bowls of food per day." Gerrig looked out
of the window, then back at Interalia. "Say, why don't
you take her along on one of your missions? Get her
out in the healthy fresh air. Do her good."

Interalia stared evenly at Gerrig. Oh, brilliant idea,
Boss Man. Would you like me to take an orchestra and
dancers as well?

"Umm... Paladins aren't very... stealthy critters."

"Oh, I don't mean take her into the tower! Let her
guard your horses while you do your mission. As far
away as prudence dictates."

"I don't know. I like working alone. Just my own butt
to keep out of trouble."

"She looks like she can keep herself out of trouble.
And she can't just live her life in the chapel. Also, if I
don't give her something to do, I'll get looks from the
rest of the soldiery. Won't do her rep here any good."

"So put her in front of a door, or on top of a tower."

Gerrig shook his head. "Can't. Father Eolas told me
to keep her away from the rest of the soldiers. So you
get an assistant. See it as a promotion."



Interalia looked into Gerrig's eyes, and recognised
the signs. This was one of those ideas that she
wouldn't be able to get out of his head without cracking
open his skull. She resigned herself to the inevitable.

"Thanks, Boss Man."

Cullan looked at Gezza, who nodded back at him.
With his elbow, he knocked out the glass, then he
opened the window. They climbed in. Gezza shook his
head.

"Subtle, that. How are you going to close it up again,
eh? Burglars might get in."

"That would be very unoriginal of our colleagues,"
said Cullan. "This will signal to them that others have
gone before and the wealth in this house needs to grow
back somewhat first."

"Still, it's bad form. You don't want to leave a great
big clue for the guards."

"Other than the absence of valuables?"

"Well, there's that. But I like to keep them guessing
how we came in. Distracts them from thinking about
who it was that came in."



They walked into the house. People had assured
them that it really was empty this time. They went
through every room, quiet as mice, and found that
indeed it was. Cullan pulled out the bags and they
started filling them with whatever took their fancy.
Gezza had an impeccable eye for things small and
valuable, where Cullan more or less grabbed anything
he could carry. He held up a set of painted dinner
plates to Gezza.

"Are these worth taking?"

"Custom made," said Gezza. "Probably unique.
About a hundred years old."

"Catch," said Cullan. Gezza did, and gave him a
look.

"You're in a good mood tonight. Had a bit o'luck last
night then? Or are you finally warmin' up to being a tea
leaf?"

"In any other place, my friend, I would be very
troubled indeed. But here, I almost feel I am doing the
Light's work in dealing out some poetic justice."

Gezza wrapped the plates in some cloth, and put
them in his bag. He looked sideways at Cullan.

"How's that? Don't tell me you've just seen the Light."



Cullan opened a jewel box, looked inside, then
dropped it in his bag.

"The Lord of this Manor is not a nice person."

"Blimey, Cuchullainn. Neither are we. I'm a scabby
little rat, 's what our Mum used to call me."

"The Lord here has an unhealthy interest in his own
daughter," said Cullan. "I find myself unable to care
much about his tranquility of mind."

Gezza stared at Cullan. "How the ding dong bell do
you know that?"

"A young lady who works here told me."

"Blimmin' hell you idiot! Have you been hobnobbing
with the chamber maid or something?"

"No, the lady I speak of... helps to keep his
Lordship's unnatural ardour at bay. She has to pretend
she is his daughter, the poor woman. Which is why I
have very little sympathy."

Gezza slowly shook his head. "If you know what's
good for you, mate, keep your boat race shut about
that. The high-ups don't like it when their little games
get out in public. Makes them take an interest, know
what I mean? And you don't want that."



"I understand. Is there more we need from here? If
not, let's leave."

There was a bang on the door. Interalia opened her
eyes, and her hand found the hilt of her dagger. A voice
called.

"Dismiss your guard Gnome! Good folk requesting
entry!"

Interalia's eyes shone. "Nix! You little cheat! Come
on in! Oh hold on, I'm forgetting. Wait a minute."

She knocked on the shelf above her with her
knuckles.

"Oi Nails! Cover yourself. Male person wanting entry.
No giving away the goods too soon."

Nægling pulled up her blanket.

"So I hear. Do you wish me to leave?"

"Naah. Will be fine."

Interalia pulled on a robe fashioned out of some
Human's discarded shirt, and opened the door. She
looked into Nix' open, friendly face.

"Yeah what do you want?"

"What would any man want? Your money or your
life!"



"Oh good. I thought you were here to ravish me."

"Not at this time in the morning. Got loads of
measuring up to do."

Nix walked into Interalia's commodious closet, or
rather cramped bedroom, depending on how you
looked at it.

"Nice place you've got here. Couldn't get used to
sleeping with the Humans?"

"Nope. Too many admirers."

Nægling looked down on the Gnomes from her
vantage point on the shelf above Interalia's bed, her
brown eyes moving from one to the other as they
spoke. She made a noise, and Nix looked up.

"Good morning," said Nægling.

Nix stared at her, and his face fell. A female lug in
the room was not what he had counted on. Interalia
grinned. She could almost see the little puff of smoke
that used to be of one of Nix' ideas.

"Nix, meet Nails. She's here to overcome her
unnatural desire for Gnome rogue girls. She's doing
great! Hasn't laid a finger on me yet!"

Nægling frowned.

"I'm not sexually interested in you."



Interalia gave her a double thumbs up.

"Excellent! I'm proud of you!"

Nægling rolled over, looking at Nix.

"Don't be afraid," she said. "Even if your friend were
interested in me, she would never choose me over you.
She told me about the presents you have been sending
her. I never knew one could be so passionate about
locks, until I heard her speak. I could almost imagine
her delicate, nimble fingers touching, teasing, almost
caressing the intricate workings of your locks, and the
almost, dare I say, orgasmic pleasure of having them
open at last. I assure you, you have nothing to fear
from me."

Nix stared into Nægling's eyes, shining in the
darkness of Interalia's cupboard. He took a slow, deep
breath, then looked back at Interalia, who in turn was
looking at Nægling with an expression on her face that
hovered between amusement and annoyance. Then,
Interalia laughed.

"Right Nix. Make yourself scarce. Women taking their
clothes off in here. See you in the dining hall. Tell the
lugs not to eat all the breakfast."

Nix grinned, raised an eyebrow at Interalia.

"So you enjoyed my locks, then?"



"Chocolate gives me a rash. Now get."

 

"Well, are you going to eat that?" the pot-boy looked
at Nix. He was trying to get the large pot from the table.
Nix resisted.

"They'll be along any moment now. I'll bring it to the
kichen if you want."

"Well, don't be too long about it."

"No problem."

Interalia entered, followed by Nægling. She walked
over to Nix, who was guarding her porridge. She sat
down next to him.

"Thanks. Boss Man is giving me silly hours for work,
so I'm always late or early for every meal." She started
ladling porridge into a bowl. "Which means so is Nails,
'cause she's too nice to disturb my slumber." Interalia
tasted her porridge, and pulled a face. "Aww. Gone
cold. Oh well."

"I believe we have not been formally introduced,"
said Nægling. "I am Nægling of Northshire. Your friend
Interalia named me 'Nails', in honour of I know not
what. Pleased to meet you."



Nix' smile froze as he saw the scar on Nægling's
face. Interalia shot him a look. Don't start.

"I had an argument with a band of Gnolls," said
Nægling.

"Not to mention a varknaaier for a boss," added
Interalia, with her mouth full.

"Perhaps you need to work on your skills for
assessing people's preference for bedfellows," said
Nægling. "I would not take him for a pig person. Sheep,
perhaps."

Nix looked disapprovingly at Interalia. "You're being
an Influence again."

"Corrupting the world, little by little. So what are you
doing here?"

"Taking measurements for the piping, and for the
concrete floor. Marking out the places where the pipes
will go. Generally getting in the Customer's face so they
don't think we've forgotten about them. Also, I'm
delivering one-hundred yards of copper piping and
fittings, and checking to see if the boiler will fit down the
stairs. Always nice to know that beforehand. Oh. Trixie
said to give you her best."

"Let's see, that would be her Shockwave right?"



"Yeah. Light help us if Dad ever lets her spec Fury.
By the way, how did you like my latest lock?"

Interalia gave Nix the evil eye. "You cheat. That was
a dud and you know it. Here!" She pulled out the
broken box and dropped it on the table in front of Nix.

"It wasn't a dud! Come on. Give me a bit more credit
than that." He looked genuinely hurt. "And there was no
need to break it open."

Nægling coughed. "I'm afraid that's my fault. I didn't
understand the lock was the gift, rather than the
contents."

Nix picked up the box and examined it.

"Ah. The lock's still whole. You just ripped the lid off. I
brought the key here. Look."

Nix put the key on the table. Interalia frowned. It was
just a single stem, nothing sticking out.

"Another one of those magnetic ones? I told you,
those will stop working when the magnetism goes."

"That's why I didn't use magnetism here. It's
enchanted steel. Watch."

Nix pushed the key into the lock, and turned it slowly. 
As he turned it, Interalia saw the key changing shape, 
growing combs and pins. The lock clicked, and opened.



Interalia looked up into Nix' smug grin.

"Oh, that's sneaky! How was I supposed to pick that
with the kit you gave me?"

"Did I say you had to use that? And the best thing is,
I can make millions of combinations if I don't have to
keep the key in the same shape throughout the
opening cycle."

"Heh. I was going to kick you, but now, just for that, I
won't."

"Ye gods! Other girls would be eating out of my hand
by now."

"That'll take more than a flashy lock."

"You're not a cheap date. I plan to sell these locks for
a hundred and twenty gold a piece. Well, bigger ones
for strongboxes."

Nægling had picked up the box, and was opening
and closing the lock. There was a pleasing feeling in
the well-running mechanism.

"How will you keep people from bypassing the lock,
and simply smashing through the box?"

"Ah, that depends on how nasty you want to get. You 
may want to invest in Titansteel for really important 
stuff. Or you could make do with Thorium or Saronite,



and instead add a small explosive charge with a
tampering switch. That'll destroy the contents rather
than letting it fall into the wrong hands. A seaforium
charge will also destroy the wrong hands, should they
try to open the box."

"That might impair recovery."

"Yeah. Titansteel's the way to go, then. That'll drive
the price up to four thousand gold, easily. Without even
our usual extortionate margins." Nix grinned. "For my
master piece, I'm going to make a titansteel lunchbox.
Nobody gets at my cheese sandwich."

"Have you thought of a name yet?" asked Nægling.

"You've been talking to Gnomes, Miss. Haven't
decided yet. Something with sparkling metal, most
likely."

"Ye gods, Nix," said Interalia, "How are you going to
afford the materials?"

"For your master piece, you have to mine them
yourself. So that's a trip to Northrend. Not this year."

"Well, I'm not that ambitious," said Interalia. "Trip to
Stonewatch Tower this afternoon. And on Boss Man's
orders, Nails is coming with. Though what she's going
to do, I don't know."



Nægling put her spoon in her empty bowl. "Sir Gerrig
is very kind to let me stay under his roof. It is high time I
made myself useful in return. I daresay I will, in one
way or another."

"Well, try to stay out of sight. You pallies aren't built
for stealth. You're more of a blunt instrument, no
offence meant."

"None taken. It is always fascinating to watch people
compensate for their physical disadvantages with
cunning."

"Thanks," said Nix.

"Oi," said Interalia.

Selena breathed in deep. A dark-haired man was
gently stroking her cheek, and she sighed. Hmm. I'm
having one of those dreams. What are you going to do
to me, Lieutenant? With that, consciousness floated in
and she woke up, slightly annoyed at being ripped
away just as she was getting to the good bit. Reality
asserted itself.

"Ow!"

Selena grabbed her head, and gently, gingerly, sat 
up. She closed her eyes and winced. Oh gods. What



had she been doing? What was that about grapes and
grains? For that matter, how had she got here? She
didn't remember coming back to the tavern. Nor did she
remember getting into bed. She pulled up her knees
and bent over them, making little anguished noises.
Her eyes fell on Hieronimo, in the bed next to her,
slowly stirring in her sleep.

Hieronimo turned over, and slowly blinked, then
opened her eyes. She groaned and closed them again.
Light not good. Hurts our eyes. After a few moments,
she opened them again. She sat up, and stuck her bare
feet out of bed.

"Oh by the Titans, never again."

"Must have been something wrong with that ale."

"And stout," said Hieronimo.

"Yeah."

"And bitter."

"That too." Selena nodded, and was sorry
immediately.

"Definitely nothing wrong with that cheap plonk you
got from some git in Brewnall, then."

"Wasn't cheap plonk dammit," said Selena.



"Yes it was. If you paid lots of money for it, more fool
you." Hieronimo looked up at Selena. "What's that on
your face?"

Selena scowled. "Freckles. Get used to it."

"No, not that. On your cheek."

Selena focused on Hieronimo's face. Her mouth fell
open. A word from yesterday evening... night... came
floating up like a chunk of potato in a stew. Tattoo. The
word waved at her, and submerged again.

"You mean like... triangles?"

"Yeah. What's that?"

Selena said nothing, and rushed over to the mirror.
Her lips trembled. With her fingers, she brushed her
cheek, as if to verify that the face staring back at her
from the other side of the mirror was really her.

"Oh shit!"

She closed her eyes. Opened them again. The red,
blue and black triangles were still there. On her face.
Unmistakable. Indelible. For the rest of her life.

"Oh crap!" She turned round to Hieronimo, furious.
"This was your bloody idea!"

"I was thinking of a bird or a bear on yer shoulder or
on yer tit! Not bloody fertility symbols on yer face!"



Selena stared, wide-eyed. "Is that what this is?
Come and get it boys, and I'll make you lots of little
Dwarfs?"

"How the hell should I know? I didn't ask for it!"

With a long arm, Selena grabbed Hieronimo's hair
and dragged her in front of the mirror.

"Well, you'd better find out!"

 

There was a knock on the door. After a few
moments, it opened and Berrin walked in.

"Now there, lasses. What's all the shouting about?
Isn't it about time to get going? Breakfast is getting
cold."

Selena pointed at her cheek. "Look!"

Berrin did. He nodded approvingly.

"Och, that's beautiful! Lovely bright colours and see
how the curves of the triangles follow your
cheekbones? That's good work, that is. Where'd you
get that?"

Selena took a deep breath, then burst into tears. "I
don't remember! Dammit, I don't remember! I know I
wasn't that pretty to begin with, but who'll have me
now? This probably means I'm married to... her!"



Selena sniffed and rubbed her tears away with her
hand.

"Aww," said Berrin. "Ye've spoilt it now!"

Selena blinked. She looked at the back of her hand.
A black and purple smear of paint was on it. In a rush,
she was back at the mirror, rubbing her face with a wet
towel. She closed her eyes, and sighed.

"Oh Light be praised."

Berrin laughed. "Well I still think it was pretty.
Breakfast's on for about thirty more minutes. See ye
downstairs."

They could hear Berrin laughing all the way down to
the dining room. Selena looked round to see Hieronimo
in front of the mirror, turning her face this way and that.

"Hmm. You know, yer uncle is right. This tattoo guy
does know his stuff. Maybe I'll come back later and
have this done for real."

"You're mad. I'd never want to walk round with that
on my face."

"Pah. Ye shouldn't be drawing attention to yer face
anyway. It's not yer best bit."

Selena raised her eyebrows. "Oh? What is, then?"



"Tits," said Hieronimo, without a moment's hesitation.
"Ye've got scary thin stilts for legs, no bum to speak of
and yer face looks like it couldn't decide what colour it
wanted to be, but ye do have a decent pair of tits. Oh
well." She picked up a towel and started to rub her face
clean.

Selena stared at the Dwarf girl. "No bum to speak
of?"

"Nope. Mind you, I was running behind ye all day
yesterday and it's right at eye level so that may have
put me off."

"Um," said Selena. "Just checking, understand. You
do fancy boys right?"

Hieronimo slowly looked round at Selena, eyes
darkening.

"Before askin' yerself if I'm so sad that I can't get any
boys and I'm reduced to gettin' it on with girls, ask
yerself first if I fancy Humans."

"Hey," said Selena, raising her hands. "No offence
meant. I know some Elves do girls. Just asking."

"Do I look like an Elf to ye? Elves are weird."

Selena laughed. "Yeah. Can't argue with that, Nice
enough, though. Once you get to know them."



"I'll take yer word for it."

 

They arrived in the dining hall, and were forced to
scoop up the last of the scrambled eggs, a few bits of
bacon and some sad-looking bits of toast. Selena
spotted a bowl of oats and pounced on it. Berrin and
Thorfin Stoneshield were sitting at the table, empty
plates in front of them, finishing their coffee.

"Well, good morning," said Stoneshield. "Or what's
left of it. Wrap yerself round that breakfast, and get
ready. We're off to Dun Algaz, and then to the
Wetlands. It's time to stop slacking and start hunting
prey a wee bit more difficult than the little bears here.
We'll be doing wetland crocolisks, and perhaps even
the odd raptor or two."

"Cool," said Selena. "That means leather. I've always
wanted a pair of proper leather pants."

"Yeah. Don't sell the skin before ye've shot the
crocolisk. They're not that easy."

 

They were running along the road, taking the same 
route Bannog, Peterselie and Ariciel had taken such a 
long time ago. The fresh crisp winter air slowly burnt 
away the last of their hangovers. Bjorn and Evert were



running next to Hieronimo and Berrin. Hugin flew
overhead, now flying ahead a bit, sitting down on
fenceposts or trees, then leaping into the air and
following them again. Thorfin Stoneshield had no
sympathy at all for the state of their poor heads.

"Ach! A man by night, a man by day, lads. Keep
moving!"

Selena didn't even want to point out that neither of
them were men. Annoyingly, Stoneshield could run for
hours on end and showed no signs of getting out of
breath. He could even keep talking while at full run,
which Selena thought was completely unfair. While
they ran, he explained to them the three different
stances for their pets. There was Agressive, where it
would rush out at anything it saw, Defensive, where it'd
only attack things that attacked you first, and Passive,
which was to do nothing even if all of the Horde jumped
you. That last one seemed a bit silly, but presumably
even pets need an off switch sometimes.

"Now the Dragonmaw Orcs are always nice enough 
to leave a few scouts and grunts out in the tunnel to the 
Wetlands, so that's the perfect opportunity to practice 
putting yer pets on passive. We're not hunting them 
yet, so we just barge right through. They usually give



up when we get into the other tunnel."

Selena winced. Orcs. Real life Orcs.
Want-to-kill-everything-Human Orcs, without a nice
thick wall between you and them.

"Um... How big are these Orcs?"

"Big enough that ye won't want to stay and chat with
them. But that's later. Let's have some fun first, while
we're still in reasonably safe places. Everybody, put yer
beast on agressive. Then, shoot anything they find."

Evert the Swine was the first to see something. With
a high-pitched squeal, he ran towards a wolf unwise
enough to stick its nose out of the undergrowth. Berrin
shouldered his shotgun and fired. The wolf fell over.

"Gah! Bleedin' racket!"

"Well, it works," said Thorfin Stoneshield.

Berrin pulled a face. Hieronimo was already on her
knees, skinning the wolf. While she was working, Bjorn
sniffed the air and set off. Quick as lightning, Hieronimo
put away her knife, grabbed her gun and ran after him.
Another wolf! Before they could even think of skinning
the beast and taking the meat, Hugin flapped off at
great speed, and nearly bowled Selena over with the
remains of a boar.



Thorfin Stoneshield stood a little way off, stuffing
tobacco into a pipe, while Berrin, Hieronimo and Selena
ran after their enthusiastic pets. He felt in his pocket for
a flint and steel. He still didn't like to use matches.
Who'd use something that ran out? He took a calm
side-step as one of Selena's arrows whizzed past him
and hit some unlucky member of the local fauna.

"Nice shot lad, but hold yer fire till yer bird gets to it."

Selena came sprinting past.

"Lass, damn you!"

"Save yer breath. There she goes again."

 

Thorfin studied the bowl of his pipe. It had finally
gone out completely and the lads were stil running after
their pets. He raised a foot and knocked the head of his
pipe against his boot. Then, he took a deep breath and
shouted.

"Everybody, pets back to defensive! Let's see what
we've got."

It turned out that they had got quite a lot.
Twenty-three skins of various animals and an
impressive supply of meat.

"Excellent. Now what does this tell ye all?"



"Gets busy," said Hieronimo, feeding Bjorn lumps of
wolf meat.

"Right. So do we want to do this with Orcs when we
get to the tunnel?"

"Hell, no," said Selena.

"Right answer," said Thorfin Stoneshield. "Still think
passive mode is silly?"

Selena only gave him a look and said nothing.

"Good. Now pack up the supplies. I don't doubt we'll
be able to find some takers at Algaz Station. Let's get
moving."



Part 8: Not just fun and games

 

Nægling and Interalia were riding through one of the
the sandy valleys of Redridge, on their way to the
South bridge of Stonewatch Tower. Interalia still felt
silly with her small form atop one of these huge horses,
but she had to admit that it was faster than running.
She didn't think even she could charm Nix into giving
her a mechanostrider, so she'd just have to save up.
She looked at Nægling riding next to her. Nægling rode
like she was born on the back of a horse. She'd been to
the armoury, and had got a set of Caer Bannog chain
and a sword as long as Interalia was tall. The helm was
at the back of her saddle. Her reddish brown pony-tail
hung half-way down her back. The scar on her face
was on the other side, and Interalia could see that
before all this business with the Gnolls, she must have
been quite striking to look at. Her expression was
serious, as she scanned the valley ahead of them,
looking for Horde scum. Interalia caught the look in
Nægling's eyes, and bit her lip. She looked scary as
hell.



It was slowly getting dark. Interalia liked the last
hours before nightfall. Nice deep, dark shadows to hide
in. Enemies' minds slowing down, yearning for sleep.
This time of day belonged to the Rogues. She turned
her mind to the mission ahead. Simple enough. Done it
dozens of times before. Count the Orcs, get into the
rooms where the papers were and use the magical
device to image them. Then out, hand the imager back
to Scribble Man for translation and report to the boss. It
wasn't that hard. Her stealth techniques were more
than a match for the eyes and ears of the Blackrock
Orcs, and nobody in the Tower had any clue that she
had ever been there. They wouldn't see her now,
unless of course, she got complacent and did
something stupid. It was a real danger to any Rogue. At
some point, they all got cocky. Then, they got careless.
Then, they got caught. And then, after a long and very
unpleasant time, they got dead. The tales of how
Rogues were treated before they were finally allowed to
die was the stuff of nightmares. Professional Rogues
told them to each other constantly, to keep up each
other's fear. Fear was your friend. Lose your fear, lose
your life.

 



They stopped about a half-mile away from the bridge.
Nægling dismounted, carefully, and took Interalia's
horse by the bridle as she jumped off.

"Right Nails. This is where I go on alone, on foot.
Sorry to leave you here on your own, but..."

"I'm not as adept at stealth as you are," said
Nægling. "Don't worry. May the Light shine upon you."

"That's a really bad wish for Rogues, but thanks. See
you in a few hours. If I'm not back before midnight,
something has happened. If so, go home and tell
someone. Don't come looking for me."

"Understood. Don't get caught. I do not wish to
explain to your friend how I lost you."

Interalia grinned, waved and trotted off into the dusk.
Within seconds, she disappeared, a shadow among the
shadows. She crouched down in one of her favourite
hiding spots and listened for any activity on the bridge.
Nothing. Carefully, she peered out from between the
shrubs. The guards were standing like statues, looking
down the road for enemies. Interalia recognised one of
them. He'd annoyed one of Gath'ilzogg's sergeants, so
now he was doing double guard duties. He bore his
fate with typical stoicism, reserving his grumbling for
the barracks.



A noise reached Interalia's sharp ears. She frowned.
Steel on steel? She turned her head. There it was
again, but it wasn't coming from the tower. She took a
breath. Oh crap. In a flash, she turned round and
dashed towards the noise, swearing silently, but
continuously. A few hundred yards ahead, Nails was
fighting a group of four Orcs on her own. Interalia
dashed ahead. Nægling was clearly winning. Her voice
rang out strong as her sword slashed round in great
arcs, never missing.

"And I will execute great vengeance upon them, with
furious rebukes; and they shall know that I serve the
LIGHT, when I shall lay my vengeance upon them."

Her large sword rose, then slashed down with
frightening speed, it connected with the Orc in front of
her, and nearly severed head and arm from his torso.
Nægling kicked the body to get her sword free, and
continued on to the next. One of the Orcs turned tail
and fled towards the tower, while Nægling dealt with
the last. Then, she set off after the fleeing Orc, but her
legs would not carry her fast enough to catch up.

Still swearing, Interalia dashed towards the fleeing 
Orc, poison dart in hand. She crouched down, took 
careful aim and threw the dart. It hit the Orc in the neck,



and she went down. Her body twitched once, then lay
still.

Nægling came walking up, and stabbed her sword
down into the body of the Orc female. A fierce glow
was in her eyes and her misshapen face was burning
with the light of battle.

"Victory is ours! By the grace of the Light, we have
destroyed our enemy!"

"She was already dead," said Interalia. "She was one
of the Tower guards."

"She will bother us no more," said Nægling. She held
her hand out to the small Gnome woman, who ignored
it, glared at Nægling, took a deep breath, and
exploded.

"Heeft jou stront tussen die oor? Jou dom teef! What
in the name of all that's thinking possessed you to
attack a bunch of Orcs who were just walking back
home after a day's patrolling?"

"They were headed in your direction. They might
have seen you. Besides," Nægling's eyes narrowed.
"They are the enemy. Where I come from, we kill the
enemy before they kill us."

"Then I hope you live a bloody long way away! In 
case you've missed it, the bloody greens are out of



season. We don't bother them, they don't bother us,
everybody gets to fight the Big Bad that the Lich King is
sending our way. As for any of this lot spotting me,
what do you think I am? Drunk? The greens let Boss
Man chop one of their own soldiers' head off yesterday
because he looked at one of our guys in a funny way.
Boss Man shook on it that we would not do precisely
what you did just now."

Nægling took a step back, as though she had been
slapped.

"I... did not know. I..." She closed her eyes,
anguished. "I failed you. I am... sorry."

"Yeah? Well that buys us exactly nothing. Grab her
legs, I'll grab her arms. There's a ravine a few hundred
yards up. Count your blessings. Nobody saw us."

With considerable effort, they dragged the dead Orcs
over to the ravine and tossed them over the edge.
Interalia had seen two of them before. The others, she
didn't recognise. No matter. Time to shift. They
mounted up. Interalia rode a few steps ahead of
Nægling, and did not look round. Neither of them
spoke.

 



They entered the castle just as night fell, and
Nægling, with a few muttered words, went to the shrine,
to pray. Interalia sighed, and knocked on Gerrig's door.

"Boss Man?"

"Sergeant? You are back early. Has something
happened?"

"Yeah. In private, please."

Gerrig saw Interalia's expression, and asked no more
questions till they were in his workroom. He sat down
behind his desk, and Interalia sat down on the other
chair.

"It's Nægling," she said.

"Nails?" said Gerrig, surprised at Interalia's use of
her real name.

"Yeah. She ran into a bunch of Orcs."

Gerrig breathed in sharply. "Is she..."

"In the chapel, praying. She won. Not a scratch on
her." She frowned. "No new ones, anyway. Don't know
who started it, but that doesn't matter, does it?"

Gerrig rubbed his chin, and sighed. "No. No, it
doesn't. I did tell everybody, didn't I? Stay away from
the Blackrock."



Interalia shook her head. "She wasn't there. She was
in her usual place, all alone inside her head. When she
prays, she prays hard. Anyway, I don't think anyone
saw us. We dumped the bodies in a ravine. Could have
been done by any wandering warrior."

"Hm. That's a blessing at least, unless someone did
spot you." Gerrig drummed his fingers on the table.
Interalia gave him a long, hard look.

"You're not thinking of handing her over to them, are
you?"

"Ye gods, no! Father Eolas would never forgive me if
I did. For that matter, neither would I forgive myself.
The poor woman has suffered enough. I just hope this
doesn't come back to bite us at some later date. So.
Did you find out anything interesting?"

"Didn't get the chance to. Except... Nails is good.
Chopped her way through four Blackrock warriors, no
problem. She'll scare the hell out of any Scourge scum
she comes across, come the time."

"Let's hope she'll get the chance."

 

"Interalia?"

"Hi Nails. Careful. Don't step on Nix."



Nægling stepped over Nix' peaceful form, as he lay
gently snoring on the other half of Interalia's straw
mattress on the floor. She quietly undressed, climbed
the ladder Interalia had requisitioned from the kitchen
and pulled her blanket over her.

"I've put you all in danger. I am sorry. The Orcs
heard my horse. I should have stayed farther away
from the road."

"Bygones. Nothing to be done about it now. I think
we got away with it. Don't do it again."

"I told Sir Gerrig, but he already knew."

"Yeah. From me. I had to."

"Yes."

"It'll be alright. Get some sleep."

Nægling nodded in the dark.

"Interalia?"

"Hm?"

"You have been a better friend to me than many
Humans. Thank you."

"Welcome. Night, Nails."

"Good night."



Cuchullainn peered into the night, sniffed the air.
Something ahead smelt bad, rotting, but somehow
different from normal rotten meat. His claws opened
and closed. Two of his brothers were with him. One of
Rose's men was there as well.

"There."

They looked. In the gloom, dark shapes were
moving. They were moving slowly, keeping to cover,
making no noise.

"They smell rotten," said one of the Worgen.

"Spies of the Forsaken," said the Human. He pointed
at Cuchullainn and one of his comrades. "You two get
behind them. Be careful of the leader. It's a Dark
Ranger. They have very good night sight."

Cuchullainn wrapped the dark round him, and 
disappeared from sight. He moved as fast as he could 
without giving away his position. There were five of 
them. Cuchullainn's nose twitched. They wore dark 
chainmail, which left their arms bare. Cuchullainn 
breathed in slowly. Their arms were more than bare; 
there was no flesh on them. It was the first time that 
Cuchullainn had seen the Undead, though many tales 
were told of them in Gilneas. Dead Humans, wrenched 
back to life by foul magics. Darkened souls bound in



rotting carcases. Cuchullainn's eyes were drawn to the
last spy. A slender woman, clothed in dark grey. She
had a short bow in one hand, an arrow ready in the
other. His stomach tightened. Even though he knew full
well that this was an enemy, who would kill him without
hesitation, deep in the core of his being, he knew that it
was wrong to harm women. Every time Loren the
Fence had him demonstrate some technique or other
on her, he had to force himself. He looked at the
ranger, as she pushed past some shrubs. Her cloak
caught on the branches, and she pulled it free. This
woman would die tonight. Loth as he was to shirk his
duty, he hoped it would not be by his hands.

Some twenty yards ahead of them, there was a 
sudden snarl, and the frightening shape of a Worgen 
came rushing out at the Forsaken, sword out, teeth 
bare. Next to Cuchullainn, his comrade ran out as well. 
Cuchullainn followed. He stepped behind one of the 
Undead, and his short sword swung round, hitting the 
Undead between head and shoulder, severing its 
spine. The thing tried to turn round, hefting its sword, 
but fell to the ground, twitching. Another one of the 
moving corpses turned to him, swinging a two-handed 
sword. Cuchullainn dodged the stroke, and



counter-thrust. The undead creature parried his stroke,
half-heartedly, as if it didn't really care whether it was
hit or not. It raised its sword for another sweep, but the
stroke never fell. The armour-plated form of a Worgen
appeared behind, and cut it down with one stroke of a
broadsword. Cuchullainn opened his mouth for a
thank-you, but then barked a warning. Behind the
warrior, the Dark Ranger aimed her bow at him. The
warrior turned round, raising his shield, and the arrow
flew. It bounced harmlessly off his shield. The Human
and one of the Worgen finished off the last Undead,
and the Ranger was left on her own.

Cuchullainn watched her, crouched down, arrow on
her bow, looking from one enemy to the other. Her
eyes burnt red under her hood. The Worgen and the
Human circled round, as she backed up, her long legs
taking careful steps. Cuchullainn could hear her breath,
quick, desperate. Moving quicker than sight, she drew
back the arrow, aimed for the Warrior, fired. The
Warrior raised his shield, and the arrow stuck in it,
quivering. The Ranger reached for another arrow from
her quiver, but it was empty. With a hiss of breath, she
dropped her bow, drew a long, thin dagger.



"Oh, I'm going to enjoy this," said the Worgen
warrior.

"They say Blood-elves don't feel pain," said the other.
"Let's see if that's true."

"Oh, they do. It just takes a while to break them." He
licked his jaws. "Good."

"She's pretty. I wonder what she'll do if we promise to
let her live."

The Human laughed. "She's not stupid. Look at her.
She knows she's done for. Ten silver says she's going
to use that dagger on herself."

"And spoil our fun? Bitch."

The ranger spat out words. Cuchullainn didn't know
the language, though he understood perfectly. Which
one of you dogs is going to be the first to die? Her teeth
were showing between full dark lips. The Worgen
slowly advanced. She retreated, unable to turn and run,
realising she could not outrun these creatures.
Cuchullainn looked at his comrades, smelt their sweat,
their blood-lust. They were going to make this woman
suffer. Their orders were to kill her, and they would.
Inch by screaming inch.

Cuchullainn closed his eyes, and took a step back. 
Once more, he hid himself in the shadows and stalked



off to one side, circling round. He knew what he had to
do, though every shred of his soul was shouting at him
not to. Unseen, unheard, he approached the ranger
from behind. He briefly bowed his head, then leapt
forward. He clapped one hand over her eyes, and
kicked her in the back of the knees, dropping her. His
other hand was on her chin as she took a quick,
startled breath. She didn't even cry out, didn't even try
to stab Cuchullainn as his muscles tensed, pulling her
head backward and twisting. He felt the crack of her
neck breaking in his fingers, heard a last laboured sigh,
heard her heartbeat slow down, stop. Her muscles, stiff
from her surprised reflex, relaxed, and she went limp as
a rag doll in his arms. Just to be sure, Cuchullainn gave
her neck an extra twist, then gently laid her down on
the ground.

"Forgive me," he whispered.

"You bastard!" The warrior growled at him. "What do
you think you're doing? Wanted her to yourself did
you?" He stepped forward, and kicked the lifeless form
of the dark Elf.

Cuchullainn bared his fangs. "You mongrels. Do you 
think we have the time? Do you think this is the only 
group of spies? We're not on a fun trip, we're protecting



Gilneas from the walking corpses."

The warrior opened his mouth to say something, but
the Human stepped forward.

"He's right. Plenty more toys where she came from,
and no time to play with them. Get a move on."

The warrior looked sideways at the Human, then
back at Cuchullainn.

"Watch your back," he said. "It's dangerous out
here."

Selena set her teeth. A few hundred yards in the
distance, she could see sentries walking on the
mountain ridges. She wanted to turn back, back into
the nice, safe, hidden tunnel. They looked big.
Green-skinned, tusked warriors. Massive arms, bigger
even than her brothers'. They were carrying swords
and clubs. She had a staff. Ridiculously small.

"Right," said Berrin. His gun was on his back, ready
to use at a moment's notice. An axe was in his fists.
"Time to roll. Don't you worry, young Selena. You're
stronger than they are, though ye may not look it. Hugin
can tear them to shreds."



Thorfin Stoneshield hadn't even drawn a weapon,
and simply stood there, rolling his shoulders.

"Only she won't," he said. "All pets on passive?"

"Aye," said Hieronimo. She was looking forward with
a worried, but determined look on her face. Her gun
was in her hands. She turned to her bear.

"Bjorn my lad, this is not the time for sulking. Look
scary."

"Go," shouted Thorfin. Something in his bearing
made them want to move, put wings on their feet, and
they ran like a pack of wolves. Their pets ran and flew
by their sides. Their eyes were firmly on the entrance to
the other tunnel, a few hundred yards away.

They were spotted about half-way to the other end.
Harsh voices sounded. The sound of booted feet
running was in their ears. Selena narrowed her eyes,
making herself breathe regularly. Run. Run!

"Don't let yer pets attack them," shouted Thorfin.
"Passive, remember?"

Selena said nothing, and tried to squeeze a bit more
speed out of her legs. Next to her, Hieronimo ran, gun
in hand, looking left and right over her shoulder.



A large shape appeared next to Selena, and knocked
into her. She rolled over once, staff in hand, and was
on her feet again. She faced the Orc, too concentrated
to feel fear. The Orc slashed at her with a scimitar,
trying to cut her in half at the waist. Selena's
experience from her sparring matches took over, and
she pushed the blade up with the iron shodding on her
staff, over her head. Quartermaster's voice rang in her
head. Don't oppose. Deflect. Evade. Counter! The Orc
whirled round, raised his scimitar and slashed down on
Selena. She leaped to the side, dodging the attack and
counter-thrusted, scoring a hit on the Orc's face. The
Orc reeled back for a heartbeat, then advanced again.
Before Selena could cry out to Hugin, or call for help,
Berrin appeared next to the Orc, put his shotgun to the
Orc's temple and pulled the trigger. The contents of the
Orc's skull blew out, mercifully not onto Selena. The
body fell to the ground.

"Well done, lass. Now keep running!"

Selena didn't need to be told. Staff in hand, she
sprinted to the welcoming mouth of the tunnel where
Hieronimo had already arrived, with Thorfin. She was
on one knee, gun out, looking for any followers.

"Don't dawdle," said Thorfin. "Keep going."



Selena scowled. "Thanks for the advice."

"Shut up and run!"

 

Selena's breath and heartbeat had almost returned
to normal when they emerged from the tunnel and Dun
Algaz lay before them. Thorfin Stoneshield made for
the door and walked through without even breaking
step. The rest followed him. All round them, iron-clad
Dwarves walked about, speaking in Dwarvish. As they
watched, a company gathered, and moved out.

"Busy lot," said Berrin. "Something afoot?"

"Usually is," said Thorfin. "Well, quick break here to
drop the meat on the vendors and have a bite to eat,
and then it's off into the Wetlands, Light be praised.
Can't wait for a bit of peace and quiet."

"No enemies," said Selena. She was still badly
shaken from her fight, and was only slowly realising
that she'd fought an Orc and lived. How long she would
have lived without Berrin's help was not something she
wanted to think about.

"Well, no Hordies. At least, not in the places where I
mean to go. Plenty of biting wildlife, though. Don't get
too comfortable."



 

They left the road almost as soon as they entered the
wetlands. No slacking, as Thorfin said. He was
grumbling. He'd expected to find crocolisks here, and
there weren't any. Possibly, another hunting party had
been through already and the beasts had turned shy.

"Bloody unfair," said Hieronimo. "They should leave
some for educational purposes. How are we supposed
to learn to hunt if there's no bitey things?"

"Ye look harder," said Thorfin. He struck a path to the
North, though 'path' was possibly not the right word for
it. It was difficult to tell paths from streams. Thorfin
seemed to know where he was going, though, and they
trudged on.

It started to rain. Selena pulled up her hood, and
scowled. Couldn't they have put off the rain till the more
advanced lessons? Why were they here, anyway? You
could learn to hunt perfectly well, say, hunting
sea-turtles somewhere warm and sunny. Hugin found a
rock somewhere to perch on and looked at Selena,
ruffling her feathers.

 

They were there without warning. Selena heard a 
snarl, and then a dog-like Gnoll came rushing at her,



teeth bare. She could just raise her staff before it
crashed into her. She landed on her back, and stared
at the face of the creature that had jumped her. With
her staff, she pushed it away before it could bite her.
She kicked up as hard as she could, and sent the Gnoll
flying. The loud voice of Thorfin Stoneshield was in her
ears.

"Gnolls! Get them! Pets on agressive!"

Selena leapt to her feet, just in time to push away the 
Gnoll who'd jumped her. The Gnoll stood on his 
hind-legs, crouching, claws out, teeth bare. Carefully, 
he tried to circle round Selena. Selena could hear the 
barks and noises of her friends fighting. She cried out 
to Hugin, and her bird fell out of the sky, beak and 
talons tearing into the Gnoll. The Gnoll howled in pain, 
and slashed out at Hugin with a strong paw. Selena 
swung her staff round and brought it down with 
crushing force on the Gnoll's leg. She shivered as she 
heard, and felt in her hand, that the Gnoll's thigh bone 
broke. The Gnoll howled. A horrible sound, filled with 
pain, fear. He knew he was going to die, and tried to 
force his broken limbs to obey him. He couldn't. Lying 
on his back, he looked up at Selena, who hesitated a 
moment. Then, she brought round her staff and



stabbed down with the iron-shod end, into the Gnoll's
dog-like face. His howls stopped, and he made choking
noises, writhing round in agony. Selena hit him again,
and again. Make it stop. Finish it. Let it be over. Selena
cried out and with a final hard blow to the skull, the
creature lay still, limbs slightly twitching.

There was no time to think. She could hear the cries
of her friends as they fought the rest of the Gnolls.
Hieronimo's gun. Bjorn's growls, Berrin crying out as he
slashed at enemies with his axe. She saw Thorfin
Stoneshield pick up one of the Gnolls, lift the legs up in
the air and bring him crashing down on his head,
breaking his neck. There was another howl behind her
and she turned round, calling to Hugin. She was just in
time to parry an attack from another Gnoll. Hugin leapt
upon Selena's enemy, and with her beak tore his throat
out. The Gnoll fell down and Selena's staff came down
on the head.

As quickly as the battle had started, it was over. They
looked round and only Dwarves and one shaky Human
were standing. Thorfin Stoneshield looked around,
walked to one of the Gnolls, put his knee on his back
and with a short jerk twisted his neck.

"There! Now that's what we call hunting."



Selena stopped short, then turned round to the
Dwarf. Her eyes glowed with anger.

"Hunting is what you do to get meat. This isn't
hunting, this is bloody murder. We have just killed..."
She looked round. "Six people!"

"What? Feelin' sorry for those bloody Gnolls? Are ye
mad? They aren't people! They're bloody murdering
bastards."

Selena stood in front of Thorfin and bent down. She
pointed and screamed.

"They build bloody shelters! They know how to tie
knots! They make fire to cook their dinner! And they
would be eating their dinner if we hadn't blundered onto
their little patch of the world!"

"Would ye care to see what that dinner is made of? If
ye can't find a Human skull there, count yerself lucky.
These are Mosshide Gnolls. They've been a hazard to
travellers here since the Horde drew off our forces to
the North. Dead Gnolls mean live Dwarves. And live
Humans too. Don't bloody thank me."

Selena gave him a look, biting back the tears. Then,
she pulled her hood over her face and found something
to do. Thorfin looked round at each of them.



"Anyone get hurt? No? Good. Don't forget to put yer
pets back on Defensive. Too dangerous to stay here.
We're heading west, direction of Menethil, though we
won't reach that till tomorrow. Look sharp. There may
be more of these mutts about."

Berrin put his axe on his back, and checked his
shotgun. "Why did we run into these Gnolls,
Stoneshield?"

"I was tracking beasts, not people. Had no idea that
they'd advanced as far as this."

"Imagine that," said Berrin.

 

Selena had volunteered for first watch. Couldn't 
sleep anyway. There was no camp fire. All wood here 
was too soggy to burn. She had cast her tracking spell, 
but any people moving about were far away. Good. 
She didn't want to fight again. It was too dark to see, 
but she knew blood stuck to the end of her staff. She'd 
flushed it in one of the many streams in these parts, but 
the memory would never leave her. Bannog had made 
this staff for her, while he was in Menethil. She'd 
always loved it, the smooth wood, the silver bird inlay 
by the middle handhold. And all the time she had kept it 
with her, walking with it, sparring with it with



Quartermaster and her brothers, she had never even
thought that it was a weapon capable of killing. Stupid.
Of course it was. She'd killed a wolf with it only two
days ago. And now, two Gnolls. Did Gnolls get to meet
the White Lady, or did they simply cease as their heart
stopped beating? She closed her eyes, then opened
them quickly, as though even this brief moment of
inattention could cost them dearly. She swallowed. One
of the specks of Light near her moved, and she felt
Hieronimo's small, strong hand on her shoulder.

"It's not midnight yet," said Selena.

"I know. Can't sleep either."

Selena looked at Hieronimo's face. It was hard and
still as stone, as though she didn't want anyone to see
what was going on behind it.

"Your first time too?"

"Aye. I've hunted, of course, but never something
that ties knots."

Selena sighed. "Shouldn't have shot off my mouth to
Stoneshield."

"If you wouldn't have, I would have. The bastard led
us here on purpose, I'm sure of it."

Selena looked round.



"He wouldn't." After a small pause, she said, "Would
he?"

"Bloody useful exercise," said Hieronimo.

"We could have got killed back there."

"Hurt, yes. Killed, no. I saw him hold back. If he'd
have thought we'd go under, he'd have jumped in."

"He doesn't get paid for dead students," said Selena.

"Yeah," said Hieronimo. "Bastard is probably doing
exactly what he's paid to do."

They fell silent. Neither of them wanted to sleep, so
they kept watch together till dawn's grey light shone
upon the next day.



Part 9: Reputation? We've heard of it.

 

Selena walked up to the counter in the inn in
Menethil, and waved at the bartender.

"Hi! I'd like two rooms please, for four people."

"Sure," said the bartender. "Names, please?"

"Berrin Rockwalker, Thorfin Stoneshield in one room,
Other room, Hieronimo Wildheart and Selena of Caer
Bannog."

The bartender gave Selena a knowing grin. "Heh. Off
with the boyfriend?"

Selena raised her eyebrows. "No. Hieronimo is a
girl."

"Don't worry, I don't mind. I won't tell anyone.
Anyway, I didn't know that they were doing titles for
Caer Bannog now."

"Huh?"

"Bannog Mage-killer. He's from Caer Bannog in
Redridge."

"I know. So am I. Bannog's my brother."



"Oh come on. Do you realise how many people I get
here claiming they're related to him?"

Selena blinked. What in the name of...

"Well, I am."

"Sure you are. First we get all the people here who
claim they're related to Leeroy Jenkins, and now this. I
don't mind the Jenkins lot, but Bannog Mage-killer is a
bit of a local hero, so have a bit of respect."

"When I was twelve, he dumped me in the moat just
because I told him that he looked stupid with a helm
that was too large for him. He's getting all the respect
from me he deserves."

"Yeah sure. Here's the keys. Just don't overplay the
Caer Bannog bit here. It gets up people's noses."

Selena shrugged. "Whatever."

Hieronimo walked up behind Selena, and looked at
her face as she turned round.

"What's up?"

"The innkeep thinks you're my boyfriend and that I'm
gushing over my brother to an unholy degree."

"Huh. He's a Human. Humans are mad. Got the
keys?"



"Yeah. Let's drop stuff in the room and see what's up
here."

 

Menethil Harbour turned out to be the most
interesting place in town. Hieronimo and Selena picked
a nice place on the docks, sat down with their pets
nearby and watched the interesting people get on and
off the ships.

"My brother stayed here a while," said Selena. "I
didn't know he'd become a local hero. Have to ask him
just what he did."

"Meh. You never get remembered for the right things.
Hey! What... is that?"

Selena looked where Hieronimo was pointing.

"Oh, that's a Draenei woman. I know two Draenei.
Mareva and Stetson. They were at the Caer during the
Orc siege." Selena looked at her feet. "I almost got
Mareva killed. She held back the Orc archers while I
ran back to the castle. Not my finest hour. I'm so glad
she survived."

"They've got strange legs. Look at them!"

"They are brave. And frightfully clever."

"And they're blue!"



"Yeah, so?"

"And what are those things hanging from her face?"

"Um... They're called barbels. Mareva says that they
were once used to search for food under water."

"So, they're underwater goatfish?"

"Mareva has a waterbreathing spell. We went
swimming once, and she scared the Lights out of me,
staying under for ten minutes. Ariciel was no help at all.
She was doing three-minute laps of the lake as a
sea-lion. Horrible women."

"You've got some strange friends."

Selena grinned at Hieronimo. "Heh. Some of them
are Dwarves even!"

"Naah. Can't be! No Dwarf would be seen dead with
a Human."

There was a loud laugh behind them, and as they
looked round, they saw first Evert the Swine, then
Berrin.

"Damn right," said Berrin. "Ye can't joke about their
long legs when ye're dead! Are ye coming? We're
setting off again. Mr. Stoneshield promised us a bit of
fishing."

 



Thorfin Stoneshield raised a fist, and knelt down.
Then, he pointed across the stream at a few creatures.
Selena craned her neck to see better. They were
vaguely frog-like, blue in colour, though some were
white. They walked about with great bounds,
occasionally diving into the water and coming out
again, as often as not clutching a fish between their
teeth.

"There. Anyone of you ever heard of Murlocs?"

Selena wrinkled her nose. "We've got them in Lake
Everstill. Fishermen hate them. They eat all their fish."

Hieronimo tried to imitate the noise: "Mrglglgl!"

Berrin chuckled. "Ye need to gargle with sea-water
for that authentic sound."

"Right. So how about a bit of pest control? These
ones will take away small children if ye let them."

"May as well," said Hieronimo. "They don't look so
tough."

"Famous last words," said Berrin.

"Right, lads," said Thorfin. "For this one, we put pets 
on passive. That means that if ye shoot something, it'll 
come running towards ye. Then, make yer pet attack it 
and take over from you. Mind to shoot just once, so it



won't get so mad at you that it'll ignore yer pet. Got
that?"

There was a round of ayes.

"Right. Let's get across. Mind the stones, they're
slippery."

With due care and attention, they crossed the river
and knelt down in the wet grass. Thorfin Stoneshield
raised a finger, pointed at Hieronimo, then ahead at
one of the Murlocs. Hieronimo looked, nodded. She
aimed her gun, then pulled the trigger. The bang of her
rifle was muffled by the damp weather. Bjorn growled
and ran forward, towards the Murlocs. Thorfin's jaw
dropped.

"Call him back! I said passive, ye stupid bugger!"

Hieronimo looked round at Thorfin with a face pale
with shock, then called to Bjorn. Too late! With the
characteristic calls of the Murloc, the whole group
pounced on Bjorn. Thorfin leapt to his feet and shouted.

"Everybody, attack!"

Evert squealed and rushed out at Bjorn, who was
buried under at least half a dozen murlocs, while two
more were standing by shooting him with fireballs.
Bjorn roared in fear and desperation. Hugin dived down
from above, beak and talon tearing into the Murlocs.



"Shooters first," shouted Thorfin.

Selena aimed. As fast as she could, she shot arrows
from her longbow at one of the magic users, while
Berrin emptied his gun at the other. Thorfin scowled.

"Oh for the everlasting..."

He took a deep breath and whistled. There was a
roar that made the ground shake, and a two-legged
creature appeared, at least twice Thorfin's height. It
had large, muscular hind legs, and an enormous maw
of large teeth at the front. It roared again, and charged
into the Murlocs, grabbing them between massive jaws
and throwing them about. Within seconds, there wasn't
a Murloc left alive. Hieronimo rushed forward, calling
out to Bjorn, who had collapsed. She fell to her knees
by his side, tears on her face.

"I'm so sorry."

"Well, don't sit there blubbing. Mend him!"

Hieronimo looked up. "Mend him? I can't! I don't
have the spell!"

"Oh for the love of the Light!" Thorfin grabbed
Hieronimo's shoulder, and concentrated. "Right. Now
mend him and quick!"



Hieronimo laid both hands on Bjorn's heaving flank,
and closed her eyes. Magic flowed, and wounds started
to disappear from Bjorn's massive body. Limbs
straightened. Hieronimo looked over her shoulder.

"It's not working anymore!"

Berrin handed Hieronimo a small bottle of red potion.

"Give him this. Yer welcome to it, I make them
myself."

Hieronimo gave Berrin a grateful look, opened the
bottle and slowly tipped the contents into Bjorn's
mouth. While the potion did its work, she concentrated,
taking deep breaths, focusing her magic. She
continued mending Bjorn, until he shook his great
head. He looked up at Hieronimo, then laid his head in
her lap, and gave a contented snort. Hieronimo
scratched his head gently, tears streaming down her
face.

"Thank you," she whispered. "If you'd have died, I
don't know what I'd have done."

Thorfin tossed a few lumps of meat at his pet, then
looked back at Hieronimo.

"Revived him, that's what. You silly git. The plan was 
to hit just one Murloc. Then have it run half way here 
and have Bjorn tank it there. Not pull the whole sodding



lot, and the shooters too! What possessed you to do
that?"

Hieronimo swallowed. "Forgot to set him to passive.
He was on defensive. I nearly killed him."

"Well, if it makes ye feel any better, ye already have."

Hieronimo stared at Thorfin.

"What do you mean?"

"Taming a beast. How do you think it works? Do ye
think ye can do with a normal beast some of the things
we do with our pets? Call them back from the dead?
Heal them with magic? Make them disappear and
re-appear when you want?"

Hieronimo shook her head, not understanding. Berrin
looked at the ground. Selena looked at Thorfin, biting
her lip.

"When ye tame a beast, what happens is that ye strip 
away its real body, and replace it with a magical 
construct, starting on the inside. When the effect 
reaches the tips of its hairs, they'll stop attacking ye. 
The beast's spirit joins yer own, and ye can use it like 
you've just been doing." Thorfin's eyes darkened. 
"Badly. In a way, ye've already killed the beast by 
taming it, but on the other hand, a bear pet can live to 
be a hundred, when a real bear won't reach even



twenty."

"But..." Hieronimo looked at Bjorn. "He looks real."

Thorfin Stoneshield smiled grimly. "Aye. Are we
good, or what?"

Berrin nodded. "Bjorn is as real as he looks, lass. He
feels pain. He feels happy. He's as much alive as you
could think. He's just no longer a normal bear. Can't let
him out in the wild anymore. He'd just disappear. He's
now a part of you, and he will be as long as you live."

Selena looked at the ground, her face pale and
drawn.

"So that's why they can take so many animals at the
stables."

Thorfin grinned. "Exactly! Ye've got it. Now when yer
pet dies, and you manage to survive, there's a spell ye
can use to bring it back. I'll teach it to you this evening."

Selena looked at her bird. Green blood was on her 
claws. She was preening her feathers. She looked 
exactly the same as before Selena had first tamed her. 
Only, she wasn't. Selena took a bit of liver out of her 
bag, which she used as a special treat. She held it in 
front of Hugin's beak, and she snapped at her fingers 
just like she always did. Birds of prey don't love you the 
way a cat or a dog does. They may do what you teach



them, but they stay wild.

"I'm sorry," said Selena, quietly.

For some reason, it seemed unfitting to Cullan to visit
Loren the Fence by day. Dark business, dealing in
stolen goods, learning to kill, should be conducted by
night, when decent folk were fast asleep in bed. The
last haul came to a fairly decent sum. Lord Grayson
had a good taste in art, and the money to indulge it, not
to mention other pleasures of the very rich. Loren held
up one of the plates, which showed a small bird with
grey and red feathers, greeting the sunrise. Loren's
brown eyes gleamed at Cullan.

"Honestly. Where do you find this tat? I happen to
know that it's really old, but still. It's got Grayson's
family emblem on. Who am I going to sell it to?"

"It looked expensive," said Cullan. "Precious. My lord
had crockery just like it, albeit with a different device, of
course. It had been in the family for ages. Priceless."

"You're still not thinking like a proper tea leaf, are
you? You're still thinking like a... what were you,
anyway?"



Cullan raised himself, brushed some dust off his
leather jacket.

"I was a butler, Miss Loren. It was my duty, and my
pleasure, to look after the house, and guide the maid
servants in their duties."

Loren leant back in her chair, looked at Cullan, said
nothing.

"I would serve tables, see to it that the furnishings
were kept in repair, plan the meals, keep the wine
cellar stocked. Lay out clothes for m'lord and milady to
wear. I would take the children to school. In general, I
would take care of the mundane and the menial, either
by my own hands or those of the servants entrusted to
me."

Loren put her feet on the table, careful not to knock
over a candlestick, and grinned at Cullan.

"Sounds like your boss was rich."

"Moderately wealthy, Miss Loren."

"May have to pay him a visit, then. Leave the
specially-made porcelain, though."

Cullan sighed. "I'm afraid that will not be possible."

"Didn't think so," said Loren, with a smile. "You're the
kind of man who stays loyal."



Cullan looked out of the window. "Thank you for the
compliment, Miss Loren, but that is not the reason."
Cullan turned back to look into her eyes. "I murdered
them. All of them. Their estate, without an heir, fell to
the Crown. There is nothing left."

Loren's feet dropped to the floor. She opened her
mouth to say something, then closed it. Cullan closed
his eyes.

"In my defence, I can only say that I was not in
possession of my faculties that day, but that hardly
matters. Their blood is on my hands, and in all my
days, I will never cease to feel the shame of it."

"And even before I taught you the proper way to
break someone's neck," said Loren. Cullan saw that
her poise had changed, and that she was thinking of
the dagger at her belt. He smiled, to put her at ease.

"I was able to apply that lesson a few nights ago. An
Elf spy. The technique proved quick, and mostly
painless." Cullan's face carefully hid any emotion.
"Unlike what my comrades had in mind. Thank you for
teaching it to me."

"Oh. Dark Ranger?"

"Yes."



"You were nicer to her than she'd have been to you.
Trust me, whatever they get, they deserve."

"Nobody deserves to be tortured to death."

A hard look was in Loren's eyes as she got up and
looked at Cullan.

"There's people who do, Mr. Cuchullainn, I can tell
you."

Cullan simply nodded, in acknowledgement of her
statement, if not its meaning.

"Oh, before I forget. Remember those vases you
brought in the other day? I may have a buyer. That
ought to get you some spending money."

"They are quite valuable, I understand."

"Embarrassingly so, Mr. Cuchullainn. At a proper
auction, they'd probably fetch four thousand gold or so.
But proper auctioneers want things like paperwork and
proof of ownership, and all that."

"People can be so unreasonable and suspicious,"
said Cullan.

"Ain't that the truth. So I'll start at a thousand gold,
he'll laugh in my face, and I drop to five hundred. Ought
to net you forty."



"That will be quite welcome. One of my fellow rogues
and ne'er-do-wells has a set of daggers that I quite like
the look of."

"Well, my buyer will be here round midnight. See me
an hour afterwards, and maybe..." Loren grinned at
Cullan with a sparkle in her eyes, "Just maybe, you'll
get lucky."

Maressa knocked on the door, and entered. Madam
was sitting behind her desk. She was in her late forties,
and had taken over from the previous Madam, long
before Maressa's time. Her hair had once been
completely black, but was now showing gray here and
there, a condition that she allowed rather than try to
cover it. Her hair and make-up were, as always,
impeccable, with dark lipstick and dark red nail-polish.
Her long nails tapped on the wooden surface of her
desk, making a clicking noise.

"Sit down, Maressa."

Maressa did. There was a noise behind her, and only
now she noticed that Clyde, the major-domo, was there
as well, standing beside the door. Maressa looked at
Madam, slightly uneasy.



"Maressa. What do I have to hear about you?"

"Madam?"

"You have broken one of the rules, Maressa.
Perhaps the most important one of all."

"Madam, what do you mean? I haven't broken any
rules, I swear!"

Not a muscle moved on Madam's face. Her eyes
looked, nearly unblinking, at the young girl in front of
her.

"What is the most important rule, Maressa?"

Maressa didn't dare breathe. What had she done?
What did Madam think she had done? She looked up at
her, lips trembling. Madam tilted her head slightly to
one side.

"Answer the question, girl. The most important rule of
all."

"I... I..."

Madam's voice was hard as steel, clear as glass.
"What goes on between a girl and her Client... stays
between a girl and her Client."

"Madam? I haven't... I would never..."

"Quiet. This house has been in operation for over 
eighty years, and there is no other like it. We have



performed for kings, nobles, the wealthiest of
merchants. Our reputation is unblemished. We always
satisfy the Client. We always perform to expectation, or
beyond. And our Clients know that they can trust us.
Trust us to be clean, capable, accomodating, but above
all, discreet. They trust us never to breathe a word of
what goes on between them and our girls."

Maressa was shaking now. "Madam, please. I have
never talked about any Client!"

"Then would you please be so kind as to explain to
me, how the hired thug has managed to learn..."
Madam leant closer to Maressa. Her voice cut like a
knife. "That Lord Grayson would like to shag his very
own daughter?"

Maressa shrunk back, gripped the edge of her chair.
She tried to speak, but no words came out.

"Do you even realise the damage to His Lordship's 
reputation, to his business, if that were to become 
common knowledge? Do you realise what would 
happen to this house, were it to become known that our 
girls have loose lips? Our reputation is our greatest 
asset. If we lose it, then this house is finished. 
Whenever we send one of you girls out to a Client, you 
have that reputation in your hands, and with it, the



livelihood of everyone here."

"Madam... I swear by the Light and my soul's
salvation... I never spoke about Lord Grayson. The...
the stupid idiot probably made it up..."

Madam sighed. "Maressa. I had such high hopes for
you. We have invested in you, not only gold, but the
effort of our best teachers, tailors. How am I going to
trust you now, after this?"

Maressa reached out, grasped Madam's hand
between her own, looked up into her eyes.

"Please, please! It'll never happen again."

Madam pulled her hand back.

"That is correct. It won't." She looked up. "Clyde,
discipline has slipped of late. I think a demonstration
has become necessary. Take her downstairs. I will call
in the girls."

The afternoon was slowly drawing to an end when 
Cullan returned to the lodgings he shared with some of 
his fellow Worgen. The accomodation was simple, but 
comfortable. Bunk beds, straw mattresses, rough 
woollen blankets. Some of his comrades had taken to 
sleeping in their True Form, curled up on one end of



the bed. Cullan did not see the appeal. He clung on to
his Humanity with both hands. The growling noises of
Worgen asleep in the night didn't help. No sleep for him
tonight anyway. It was the day to bring lady Maressa to
her perverted customer. After picking her up, he had
Loren to visit to see if she had managed to convert his
stolen goods into gold. Lady Rose had sent word that
some kind of trouble might be out on the street, so
Cullan armed himself for all eventualities: Strong
leather armour, his short sword and two daggers. He
hid his weaponry under a long dark cloak. One of his
fellow Worgen glared at him from the dark recesses of
a bunk bed. It was the warrior, and he still had not
forgiven Cullan for stealing that tasty Elf morsel away
from under his nose. The brute saw it as a blemish on
his honour. Cullan didn't care. He turned round and
walked out of the door.

He arrived at the brothel exactly on time, and was let
in.

"Lord Grayson," he said.

The footman nodded. "Wait. I will fetch the girl."

Cullan looked round. He was in a large vestibule, 
decorated in dark oak. A chandelier hung from the 
ceiling. Three candles gave off a dim light, glinting on



expensive furnishings in gold. A full length mirror was
on one wall. Cullan stood in front of it, half expecting it
to reflect his True Form. He sighed. When he first
returned to Gilneas, he had feared that people might
recognise him, leading to awkward questions. There
was little chance of that now. His hair was longer, and
he had always been clean shaven in his house servant
days. His eyes now looked back at him from a shaggy,
black-bearded face that he would have called
"unsavoury" himself in earlier days.

The door opened, and a girl came in. She wore a
white shirt under a cornflower blue dress. Her long,
blonde hair was tied up in two ponytails that hung
half-way down her back. She gave Cullan a quick,
subdued look, then walked to the mirror. Cullan
stepped aside for her as she turned her head this way
and that, checking hair, minimal make-up, clothes.
Cullan looked at her. She looked heart-wrenchingly
beautiful and innocent. Cullan's stomach knotted up,
thinking about what she would have to do. Satisfied,
the girl put on a cloak, pulled the hood up, then looked
at Cullan.

Cullan stepped out of the door, looked round to see if 
it was safe, then waved the girl forward. They walked



into the street, Cullan always staying between her and
the open space, carefully looking at doors they passed,
until they came to a broad street. All closed shops.
Cullan looked at the girl.

"I was expecting someone else, Ma'am. Do you take
turns?"

The girl said nothing. Cullan could hear her breath,
shivering, afraid. He took a breath. She must be aware
of what awaited her, and still, she went.

"I would have expected Miss Maressa, actually. She
normally calls at Lord Grayson's address. I hope she is
not ill?"

The girl gave Cullan a look. Cullan looked away as if
he had been slapped.

"Shut. Up."

They didn't speak a word until they came to Lord
Grayson's door. He knocked. The girl was let inside.
Cullan stared at the door for a few moments, then
walked away, wondering.

 

"Look where you're going."

Cullan looked up. He'd walked into the room, deep in 
thought, and bumped into his warrior brother, named



Cobson.

"Apologies," said Cullan, and made to walk to his
bunk. He hadn't taken more than two steps when he
was shoved into the wall. He looked round, to see the
warrior glaring at him, in True Form.

"I didn't hear you," said Cobson.

"Well then, allow me to apologise again," said Cullan.
He really did not have the time or patience for this
ridiculous posturing. The other Worgen reached out
with one hand, grabbed Cullan by the throat and
pushed him into the wall. His teeth were close to
Cullan's face.

"Like you mean it."

Cullan's eyes narrowed. Noiselessly, he drew one of
his daggers and inserted it precisely where there was a
gap in the warrior's armour, just above the belt. He
gave it a little push.

"I'm very, very sorry," said Cullan. Without moving
the blade, he allowed his Human form to melt away. He
looked deep into the warrior's eyes.

"Tell me. Does the wound tingle at all? I can't
remember whether I poisoned this blade."



The warrior looked down, for only a moment.
Cuchullainn pushed the blade, making the warrior back
off.

"It's mostly of academic interest. How long it will take
you to die when I push this in all the way."

"Drawing steel on your own," said Cobson. "I ought
to smash your flea-bitten face in."

"Perhaps you ought," said Cuchullainn. "Don't let me
stop you from trying."

The warrior snarled, retreated. He returned to his
Human form. Cullan did likewise, and made his dagger
disappear.

"Don't you have someplace where you'd rather be?"

The warrior said nothing, opened the door and left.

"I appear to be somewhat impopular this evening,"
said Cullan, to nobody in particular.

 

The clock chimed once. Cullan looked, saw it was 
half past eleven, and put down his book. Time to pick 
up the young girl from Lord Grayson's mansion. He 
would be early, but if Miss Maressa didn't like to be 
kept waiting there, neither would this girl. It didn't 
surprise Cullan one bit. He arrived at a quarter to



midnight, and knocked on the door. It was opened by
the footman. Cullan looked the man over once. If it had
been his household, that footman would not have been
long for this world. His clothes were a mess, and he
looked at Cullan with open disdain. At Cullan's place of
employ, he had made it a point to treat even beggars
with respect.

"Wait here. He's not finished yet."

"Certainly."

The footman stayed by the door, presumably to keep
Cullan from making off with any of the house's
valuables. Cullan smiled to himself. That, at least,
made perfect sense, even though the remaining
precious objects were either too heavy, impossible to
sell, or attached to the wall. After a few moments, the
door opened, and the girl came out. Cullan gave her a
quick look. Her hair was now loose. Her dress was not
as impeccably uncreased as before. Otherwise, she
seemed alright. The footman handed her her cloak, and
grinned at her. Cullan shook his head. One helps a lady
into her cloak, you stupid oaf. He opened the door,
looked out, then back at the girl.

"Ma'am? Allow me."



Cullan walked out, followed by the girl. As before, he
positioned himself between her and possible harm as
much as he could. He could hear her breath. She was
not paying attention at all to where she was going. It
almost seemed like she was crying, or near to it.

"Let's get you home, Miss," said Cullan.

The girl made no answer, just walked on. Cullan
wanted to put his arm round her, tell her that everything
would be alright, but what would that help? There was
really nothing he could do for this poor woman. Nothing
except keep her safe from harm. Something still
bothered him, though.

"Ma'am? If the question is not impertinent, why is
Miss Maressa not here? I understand Lord Grayson is
one of her regular... customers. Is she well?"

The girl's head snapped round. Her eyes burnt with
anger.

"Maressa? She's dead."

Cullan looked at her with slack-jawed
incomprehension.

"She is dead? But... how? Has one of her
customers..."



"The stupid bitch couldn't keep her mouth shut. So
they took her, hung her up in the hall, and then two of
you big bastards beat her to death with clubs. Made us
all watch. Took her an hour to die." The girl's eyes filled
with tears. "Smelling salt whenever she'd faint. Stupid
bitch. When the smelling salts didn't work anymore,
they bashed her head in." The girl closed her eyes,
bowed her head. "Stupid... bitch."

Cullan shook. He screwed his eyes shut. Forced
himself to listen to the calming melody of the ritual in
his head. Maressa had told him. As far as he knew,
only him. and he, stupid as he was, had passed it on
to... who? Only one person. One person he trusted,
apart from Loren. He looked up, put a hand on the girl's
shoulder, looked into her eyes.

"I... I am so sorry. So sorry, Miss."

The girl looked at him, tears streaming down her
face.

"You."

Cullan closed his eyes.

"You are the Lightless shit who betrayed her. It's all
your fault!"

"Miss, I am so sorry."



"Oh, I'll sort you out, you bastard."

The girl took a step back. Looking into Cullan's eyes,
she ripped the sleeve off her shirt. Then she tore down
one of the straps of her dress and ripped open her
shirt, baring one breast. Her arm whipped round, and
hit Cullan's face. Her nails raked his cheek. She took a
deep breath, turned round, and ran the fifty yards to the
door of the brothel. She banged on the door,
screaming.

"Open up! He's going to kill me!"

The door opened, and the girl was let in.

Cullan stared for one long, horrified moment.

He turned, and ran.



Part 10: Sacrifice

 

Rogues never sleep easy. They tend to stab too
many people in their sleep to be able to find the rest.
Interalia's eyes opened a crack, as she heard someone
move about in her bedroom. Nails. She could hear it by
the way she walked. Probably going for a comfort break
in the latrine outside. Interalia closed her eyes again
and tried to drift off to sleep.

"Forgive me," whispered Nægling, and closed the
door behind her.

Interalia frowned. Forgive her? What would she need
to forgive her for? She gasped, and her eyes opened
wide. Oh damn. She jumped out of bed.

"Nails! What the hell are you doing?"

With inspired speed, Interalia jumped into her
armour, and kicked Nix where he lay.

"Whu?"

"Get up, Nix. Nails is gone."

Nix grinned. "Hmm. Alone at last!"



"Yeah tie a knot in it, stud. I've got a feeling that Nails
is going to do something very stupid."

Nix sat up, scratching his head, saw Interalia's
expression and pulled his leathers on.

"Stupid? She looks smarter than your average lug.
Why'd she want to do something stupid?"

"Let's go ask her."

Together, they ran out of the door, and Interalia could
just see the disappearing shape of Nægling's horse.
She ran towards the guard at the gate.

"Hey you! Where'd she go?"

The guard looked down into Interalia's eyes, a grin
on his face. Then, he saw the expression that meant
that joking around would be painful.

"Out the gate, and down the road to the West. Said
she had some kind of mission."

"Oh crap. I need a horse, and quick!"

There was a metallic sound behind her and Nix came
riding up on a mechanostrider. He tossed her a small
metal box.

"Just on loan, mind you. Press the red button."

Ten seconds later, two swift mechanostriders set off
out of the gate, after their friend.



 

Interalia rode a bit behind Nix, wind in her face.
Damn, these things were fast! Good. They were also
bloody noisy, but she didn't care. Nix had Nægling's
horse in his sights, but even with their faster mounts,
they were having trouble catching up. She was riding in
an Easterly direction, keeping north of the road. Bloody
Stonewatch Tower.

"She's stopped," said Nix. "Oh damn. It's a camp fire.
I think they've spotted her."

"Hurry," said Interalia. Yes, it was a stupid thing to
say, but she couldn't help it.

At a distance of about a hundred yards of the camp,
they dismounted and ran on. Interalia swore silently.
The were too late. Just a few yards ahead of them,
Nægling, dressed in her white novice's robes, stepped
into the circle of firelight, and cried out loud.

"Orcs of Gath'ilzogg! I, Nægling of Northshire, have
killed your warriors."

She didn't get the chance to say anything more. She 
was met, not with the Orcs' rough voices, but with the 
howling and barking of Gnolls, who leapt up and 
charged at her, burying her under a mound of dog-like 
bodies. One of the Gnolls stood up, and spoke in a



Human voice.

"Hold! Your master commands! Do not harm this
woman any further. She must be taken to the Tower.
Do this now!"

All the Gnolls sudddenly stopped moving, until one of
them walked over to Nægling's still body on the floor.
With one arm, he pulled her onto his shoulders and set
off, followed by five others.

 

Nix looked at Interalia's face. "Tower?"

"Ilgalar. To the East. Crap. Let's get after them
before they get too big a lead." They crept back to
within safe distance of the fire, Then, they summoned
their mounts. Interalia scowled.

"Damn you Nails. If you get yourself killed, I'll never
talk to you again."

They set off to the East.

Cuchullainn was seething. How could he have been 
so stupid? Of course, he should have kept his mouth 
shut. As long as he'd been alive, it had been 
hammered into him. Be kind to women. You may think 
you're the Lords of Creation, but they are Creation.



Cherish them. Honour them. Do not let them come to
harm. And now, through his sheer stupidity...
Cuchullainn growled, and ran on through the dark, not
caring whether anyone saw him in his True Form.
There would be hell to pay. Gezza didn't have anything
to do this night. Cuchullainn knew where to find him.

 

Gezza put down his empty mug, and decided to call
it a night. Tomorrow, he'd have to lumber himself with
that tosser Cuchullainn again. He didn't relish it, but for
some reason, Her Ladyship thought he'd be an asset to
the old firm one day. He looked up, called to one of his
mates, who was peering out through one of the
shutters.

"Oi Baz, What's that box o' toys out there?"

"Pigs having a fun night out," said Baz. "No company
for us Gentlemen of Distinction. Best wait a while till
they bugger off."

"Stuff that," said Gezza. "Got a meeting with me
Uncle Ted. I'll slip out the back. Night all!"

As he walked out of the back door, into the alley, 
there was a sudden growl behind him, and hands 
stronger than Human grabbed him and pushed him into 
the wall, banging his head quite badly. His eyes



opened wide as he stared into a face mostly made of
teeth.

"Hello Gezza," said the monster.

Gezza blinked. How did a sodding dog know his
name?

"Pardon my appearance, but I'm afraid I am a bit
bloodthirsty at the moment. Events this night merit it, I
think."

Gezza stared. "Bloody hell! Cuchullainn?"

"I thought I could trust you, Gezza. I am very
disappointed."

"Breaks me horse to hear it, mate. What the bloody
hell are you on about?"

"The young lady I told you about. I believe you...
what's the phrase? Ah. 'Ratted her out' to her
employer." Cuchullainn moved a bit closer. "They
decided to make an example of her. She died.
Eventually."

"Stupid bitch should have kept a lid on it," said
Gezza. "And for that matter, so should you."

"I am aware of that. Which brings me back to the
subject of 'trust'. I made the mistake of trusting you. But
I do learn from my mistakes."



"You stupid prick." Gezza glared at Cuchullainn.
"Just what kind of place do you think Madam Frances'
is? Some back room setup where Mr. Brown the grocer
can do the things his trouble and strife won't let him?
The House on the Hill caters to needs of the nobbiest
of the Nobs, and the richest of the Rich. Warms your
heart to think that the Gentry can no more keep their
trousers buttoned than you or me, doesn't it? Thing is,
when word gets out that Lord High-and-mighty has his
candle waxed by one of these lovelies, there's a lot of
tut-tutting going on in High Places, and maybe, the very
reasonable request that His Lordship made to His
Majesty gets tossed in the fire. And that means bread
ain't findin' its way to the proper coffers. And that..."
Gezza pointed a finger at Cuchullainn. "That pisses off
a whole bunch of high and mighties. And when they are
grumpy, they want us to be miserable too."

Gezza looked into Cuchullainn's eyes, unflinching.

"So I'll tell you what I did. As soon as I heard you 
gabbin' about His Lordship, I wrote a little note, put 
your name under it, and dropped it in the box at that 
jumped-up whorehouse. So they'd think you knew who 
to talk to, and who not to. And that is the only reason 
you're not bobbin' down the river side by side with your



precious little forty-four now. The bitch was dead soon
as she shot her gob off to you. The only reason I
bothered is Her Ladyship asks me to keep you alive,
though for the life of me I can't figure out why." Gezza
slapped Cuchullainn's arms away. "Don't bloody thank
me."

Gezza walked off into the night, leaving Cuchullainn
standing with his mouth open.

Warlock Morganth ran a long fingernail along one of
Nægling's many scars. She was hanging from ropes, in
the middle of his work room, feet reaching the ground,
of course. It was so difficult to talk to people if they
couldn't breathe properly. Judging from the way her
eyelids moved, she was about to wake up. She was
beautiful. A monument to tenacity. She had taken all
that the world had thrown at her and come out fighting.
Morganth sighed, a smile on his lips. And he was about
to destroy her. Oh, she'd be able to tell him things, of
course, but that was almost an afterthought. He lifted
her head to look at her face. What thoughts would be
behind that scarred face?

"Wake up, my darling. We have much to talk about."



Nægling blinked slowly. She looked at Morganth with
eyes made of steel, and said nothing.

"Now then. What should I call you? Just a name. Lie,
if you want. I'll wring your true name out of you
eventually. I just want something to call you besides
'Precious'."

"I am Nægling of Northshire. That is my true name. I
do not lie, even to creatures like you."

"Hmm... Nægling. Steel. A piercing weapon. And yet,
capable of shattering. It suits you. I am Morganth.
Judging from the state of your body, you enjoy pain. I
enjoy inflicting pain. Clearly, we are meant to be
together."

"I set out to sacrifice myself, so that my friends might
be safe. You threaten me with pain? Three months
ago, Gnolls nearly destroyed me. Pain has been with
me ever since. It has no sway over me."

"A few bites and scratches? My toothed minions of
little intellect merely wished to subdue you so that they
might make a meal of you. They have no concept of
artistry in these matters. No finesse. But I do. And so
does my assistant. Dharma, reveal yourself."

There was a hiss of breath behind Nægling, and she 
looked over her shoulder. Behind her was a woman,



and yet not a woman. She had horns on her head,
black wings on her back, and a long whip in her hand.
She put her hand on Nægling's cheek and pushed her
face forward.

"You will look at my Master only, unless he
commands you otherwise."

Morganth laughed. "Come now, Dharma. Join me
here, and let Nægling admire you. She should know
what she is about to face."

Nægling scowled. "A Succubus. We have slain them
by the dozen. It does not frighten me."

"She doesn't? She should. You are helpless, and she
knows every tender, delicate spot on a woman's body.
All the sensitive places on your skin. Normally, a
Succubus will take out the eyes first, to enhance the
anticipation. But not today. I wish to see them till the
very last. Find another place, Dharma. Just once."

There was a swish, a crack and Nægling was
bleeding from her thigh. She didn't even blink.
Morganth raised an eyebrow, pointed. Another crack of
the whip and a similar cut appeared just above the first,
then another. Morganth raised a hand.

"You are a paladin, and yet you do not heal
yourself?"



"I do not wish to be healed. I will complete my
sacrifice." Nægling stared at Morganth. "You want me
to betray my friends. I will not do so. This will be my
final battle. The battlefield is my body. If I die before I
break, then I have won. I will not lose."

Morganth laughed. "Brave words. I salute you. But I
have heard those words before, many times. The
stronger the opponent, the sweeter the victory, and
indeed, the more enjoyable the battle. Proceed,
Dharma. Oh. You may scream. I will not see that as a
sign of weakness."

 

Interalia pushed one more pin out of the way, then 
twisted. With a small click, the lock opened. Forcing 
herself to do it quietly, she opened the door. Behind it 
was a winding stair. She looked up, and started up the 
stairs. Nix' hand was on her shoulder. She looked 
round at him. Nix pointed. One of the wooden steps did 
not run completely from one end to the other. Interalia 
bent down, and produced a small shining crystal. By its 
light, she looked at the step. She pointed. A 
mechanism was under it. It could either be a trap or 
simply an alarm. She held her light further up, checking 
for more trapped steps. Carefully avoiding the step,



they made their way up the winding stairs. Interalia
listened at the door. Her face hardened and she
produced her lockpicks. Nix let her. He knew Interalia
was much, much faster than he was in picking locks.
Morganth himself, with his key, could not have opened
the lock faster. Interalia put her hand on the doorknob.

"Get ready," she whispered. Nix drew his daggers
and nodded.

Interalia opened the door.

 

"Observe, Dharma, how she is putting her mind
elsewhere, while her body suffers. No doubt, she has
long practiced this technique as her body fought
against her. She is indomitable. Try again."

The whip lashed out.

"You see? This woman can take all you have given
her so far, and more." Morganth put his hand under his
chin, considering. "Do I try to find out the limits of what
the woman can stand, or do I change my tactics? A bit
more, please. Do not spare the more sensitive areas."

Morganth looked at Nægling's face. For all he could
see there, this could all be happening to someone else.
He smiled.



"Dharma, I think I'm in love."

The whip lashed out again, fast, vicious.

"Oh stop that. Jealousy is not an attractive trait."

The Succubus snarled, lashed out once more.

"Perhaps," said Morganth, "I should heal you instead.
Remind you what it is to be beautiful once more, and to
live without pain."

Nægling blinked, only once, and said nothing.

 

Nix crouched down, and readied his daggers. "I take
the whip bitch, you take the mage,"

"No. I take the bitch. You take the mage."

"She's whipping her again. Want to bicker over it?
You take the Succubus then. On the count of three."

"Three," said Interalia and sprang forward. She leapt 
up on a table, and from there onto the back of the 
Succubus. Her arm went in front of the daemon's eyes, 
and her shortsword went into its back, with such force 
that the point emerged from underneath its left breast. 
It didn't even have time to scream. Leaving the sword 
in the Succubus' crumpling body, she drew a dagger 
and rounded on Morganth. She needn't have bothered. 
One of Nix' daggers was in his back, the other was



slicing his throat. There was a noise like a scream,
though it could not have come from Morganth's lips.
Every Gnoll in the tower looked up at the same time,
turned to the Master's chamber and started to run. A
bell rang out over the lands.

"Oh crap," said Nix, putting away his daggers. "Now
we've done it."

 

Interalia did not reply. She was checking Nægling's
bonds. Ropes were looped round her wrists. They ran
to a wooden cross-bar, and joined together into a
thicker rope. The rope ran over a pulley, and down to a
clamp in the wall. Interalia pointed. Nix nodded. He
grabbed the rope and pulled Nægling up a bit more.
Then, he wound the rope round his arm and with a
razor-sharp dagger, cut it. He held on tightly. As he was
pulled up towards the ceiling. Nægling came down, and
Interalia caught her. Her body was slippery with blood,
but somehow Interalia managed to lower her to the
floor gently, Nix let go and landed soundly on his feet.
He took one look at Nægling, then rushed towards the
door and slammed it shut. He locked it, and for good
measure put a chair under the handle.



"This won't hold them for long," said Nix. "They
sound pissed off."

Interalia nodded and looked at Nægling. Her eyes
were open, and blinked occasionally, Apart from that,
there was no sign that she was conscious.

"She alive?" Nix was standing by the door, listening
for noises outside.

"Yeah, but she's not all here. Don't know how to
bring her around."

"I suppose slapping her face won't work."

"Not funny. Dammit. She's drawn all the way into
herself. How do you get someone out of there?"

Nægling blinked. "A friendly voice usually works."

Her face showed the pain she was in, for a few
moments. Then, it became still again. She looked sadly
at Interalia.

"Why did you come here, my friend? Now, we'll both
die."

"Glad you're leaving me out of it," said Nix. He
searched his pockets and produced a bottle of red
liquid. "Healing potion. Am I a useful Gnome or what?"

"Thanks, Nix," said Interalia. She accepted the bottle
and tried to put it to Nægling's lips. Nægling struggled.



"No. I don't want to be healed. Don't waste it on me.
Save yourself. Get out of here."

Interalia fumed. "After all this trouble? Not on yer life.
Drink it, or I'll make you. We need you on your feet. Us
little Gnomes can't carry you."

Nægling looked into Interalia's eyes. Then, her lips
parted and she drank the potion in small sips. She
sighed, as most of her wounds sealed up and
disappeared, leaving only the scars she already had
before, more or less.

"The wounds were painful," she said, "but not
dangerous. The Succubus knew what it was doing. I
wonder if I could have held out till the end. The shock
of the bleeding might have finished me, but how long
would that have taken?"

"You're one mad bitch," said Interalia. "What
possessed you to hand yourself over to the greens?"

"If the Orcs would find out that a Caer Bannog
Paladin had killed their warriors, Sir Gerrig would be
honour-bound to deliver me to them. I wished to spare
him the moral dilemma of sending me to my death, or
breaking his word. If he had refused, then there would
have been another battle. We are taught to sacrifice
ourselves for the good of others."



"Ye gods. You paladins are worse than warriors. I
like you, Nails. Really I do. But I wouldn't die for you. I'd
kill some other bugger for you, though."

 

Nix walked up, and pushed some clothes into
Nægling's hands.

"Here. Second-hand. Only slightly punctured. And
they're nice and dark."

Interalia looked round. "Any way out?"

Nix pointed at the door. "There, but that's got lots of
doggies. Windows?"

"This place doesn't have a moat. Can you fly?"

"Only in one direction," said Nix.

"I'll bet there's a secret passage somewhere. This
bastard fancied himself a Dark Overlord. He'll have a
secret passage. All I need to do is to find it.

Nix scowled. "Bet your life on it?"

"Sure. Yours too."

 

Nægling pulled on Morganth's discarded clothes.
They were slightly too small for her, but it'd do. Burglars
can't be choosers. Nix rounded on her.



"Nægling? We're going to escape here, by stealth.
Interalia and me, we'll use Rogue tricks, but you'll have
to do it the old way. Listen. What do you hear?"

Nægling looked at Nix, then closed her eyes. "The
wind round the tower. Footsteps on the stairs. Cries of
our enemies. They are at the lower door, but are
hesitant to go in."

"Good. The first part of passing unnoticed, is to hear,
see and feel your surroundings. They are like rage to a
warrior, mana to a spellcaster. To know the shape, the
sound of the night. Then, you become the night. Move
with it. As the wind blows, you move. As your enemy
yawns, and is distracted, make your move. When the
night is quiet, freeze. Do not move, even if they are
looking right at you and you think they may have
spotted you. Do not look at your enemy's faces. They
can feel it. Look at their chest. Glance at their faces."

"Ah. So that is what you were doing with Interalia."

"Cut the fun. Do you remember what I told you?"

"Yes."

"Good. In a few moments, I'll put out all the lights,
and then the fun begins. Oh. Come here."

Nix walked to the fireplace, and took some ashes 
and soot. This, he smeared over Nægling's face, and



over the lighter parts of her clothing.

"A little extra. It makes your face look less like a
face."

"Hardly necessary."

"Yes it is. A scar doesn't change that. Now hold
ready. Got a weapon?"

"Yes. A one-hand shortsword. I prefer two-handers,
but this will do."

"Got it!" shouted Interalia. "I thought this room was
too small for two fireplaces."

There was the sound of a small bell next to the door,
and running feet below. Apparently, the Gnolls had
overcome their inhibitions against disturbing the Master
in his room. They found the door shut and started to
hammer on it.

"That won't hold for long," said Nix. "There's lots of
them."

"Interalia?" Nægling looked at her rogue friend. "Do
we have a covenant with these creatures?"

Interalia gave her a little smile, and shook her head.

"Nope. Open season on Gnolls."

Some of the planks fell off the door. Nix crouched
down, and disappeared into the shadows.



"Here they come!"

Nægling's body shone with a pure, white light. it grew
in intensity until it became unbearable to look at her. As
the door finally gave way, it streamed from her, onto
the floor, underneath the Gnolls' feet. The dog-like
creatures screeched, tried to retreat, and stumbled onto
the ones behind them on the stairs. Nægling called out
in a loud, clear voice, words in an ancient tongue,
indecipherable, but brilliantly clear in their meaning.
She slashed down with her sword, once, and the Gnolls
were thrown back onto their fellows. The stairs became
a whirlpool of screaming, writhing bodies.

"Holy crap," said Interalia.

"Consecration and Judgement of Command,
actually," said Nægling. "Shall we leave?"

They disappeared into the tunnel behind the unused
fireplace, closing the door behind them. A thin, steep
stairway was behind it, unlit and dangerous. As they
ran, there was a mechanical click and a blade slashed
out of a slit in the wall with inhuman force. Interalia felt
the wind as it passed over her head, and laughed.

"Hah! Not good enough, you Human bastard! The
Gnomes are upon you!"



"Ahem," said Nægling. She was taking up the rear
guard, walking backwards, peering up the stairs for any
enemies. None so far.

"You're an honorary Gnome," said Nix.

"I'm two Gnomes, by quantity."

"Well, we can't lose then," said Interalia.

The stairway gave way to a corridor, which opened
on a small artificial cave set in the side of a hill. Interalia
took a deep breath, and disappeared from sight.
Carefully, she opened the door and stepped outside.
Nix looked over his shoulder at Nægling.

"Right, we're heading North. You make your way
there. Don't worry about us, we'll follow you.
Remember, Nægling. Become the night."

Nix engaged his own stealth and disappeared.
Nægling nodded quietly She closed her eyes briefly,
and listened to the sounds of the night, as Nix had told
her. Then, while the wind blew, she advanced.

 

Day dawned when two Mechanostriders and one
Paladin's charger appeared at the gate of Caer
Bannog. They were quietly let in by the guard.

"Good mission?"



Interalia grinned. "We all live. That's always a good
mission."

They walked to Interalia's closet. Nægling tore off her
borrowed clothes and put on her robe. She looked at
the Gnomes.

"I suppose I'll have to report this to Sir Gerrig," she
said.

Nix shook his head vigorously. Interalia waved her
hands.

"Are ye mad?" Interalia pointed a finger at Nægling.
"You never ever tell Management anything they don't
need to know. More knowledge only makes them
restless. Gives them Ideas."

Nægling laughed out loud, for the first time since
she'd arrived at the Caer. She knelt before Nix and
Interalia, and put her hands on their shoulders.

"For what you have done tonight, thank you. Thank
you both."

Interalia put her hand on Nægling's wrist.

"Nails, you stupid cow. Do not ever do that again.
The world's a better place with you in it. Trust me."

Nægling smiled a lop-sided smile. Then she got up.

"I think I'll go..."



"To the chapel, to pray," completed Interalia.

"To the chapel, to pray," said Nægling.

Nægling got up, closed the door behind her. She
looked back at the stupid sign. Guard Gnome. As she
walked away, she could hear Interalia's voice through
the door.

"You've got to be kidding! Your mum would have my
guts for garters!"

 

She arrived at the shrine that her fellow students had
made. It was beautiful, even if they were not. Nægling
lit a few candles, and opened the box. She selected
two sticks of incense. Lemon and sandalwood. She
held them to the candle flame, and waved them back
and forth a few times for the glow to catch. She started
to kneel in front of the shrine, eyes on the simple
symbols used by the Paladins of the Light. Then, she
reconsidered. She picked up a pillow from a stool and
put it under her knees. She settled down, closed her
eyes and turned her face up to the Light.

"Keep them safe," she whispered. "May the Light
keep them safe."



Cullan stood in the dark alley, eyes closed, head
bowed, wondering what to do. No doubt the young lady
would be doing her best to convince her employers that
he, Cullan, had attempted to force himself on her. He
should be angry, but he couldn't summon up the
animosity. If only he'd kept his mouth shut. He should
have known better. Maressa would have been alive
now. He opened his eyes, looked at the moon. Why?
Why would anyone sentence a young girl to such a
gruesome death for simply relieving herself of some of
the disgust that she must feel? The answer was simple.
Money. Bread. Filthy lucre. Greed. Cullan sighed. He
might as well join the game. Loren had said she
expected her customer at midnight. Cullan looked at
the clock on the tower of the cathedral. A quarter past.
He should go and see Loren now. Forty gold could buy
him favours, or if that became necessary, weapons.

He set off, keeping to cover, to the small room that 
Loren used for her shady deals. Someone had rented it 
for her. Most probably Lady Rose. He still didn't know 
her real name, and it was unlikely that he ever would. 
Cloak and dagger. He had used the phrase now and 
then in his earlier days. Now, he lived it. The cloak, to 
cover those things that should not be seen. The



secrets, never to be told, the small and larger scandals.
The dagger, to clean up the little mistakes made by the
cloak.

Cullan arrived at Loren's shop, and mindful of the
fact that Loren might not want her guest to meet him,
climbed up the wall, onto the roof, where he could look
through the window. He had been practicing. Even in
his Human disguise, he could now easily pull himself
up by his arms. This new dexterity, strength, speed,
hiding in the shadows, were the few things he truly
enjoyed about his new career. He listened, and
recognised Loren's voice.

 

"Does this place look like Story Corner to you? I only
trade goods. No questions asked, none answered."

"I'm afraid I will have to insist, Miss Loren. I'm not
going to buy these vases from you. They are not yours
to sell. You will tell us who gave them to you, or things
will not go well with you."

"Is that a threat? People I work for don't like their
people being leaned on." Pause. "I don't like being
leaned on."

"Maybe. But they aren't here now. Mr. Hendricks was 
in our house for over twenty years, and then your



friends cut his throat and dumped him in the river. By
the time we found him, rats had eaten most of his flesh.
We mean to get the people who did that to him, and
make them pay."

"Aw, what I wouldn't give to have a friend like you.
But that ain't any of my doing, and I don't even know
the names of half the people I deal with. If people
thought I'd rat them out, I'd be out of business in a
week."

There was a sudden noise of breaking earthenware,
and a dull thud. Cullan heard the door open, and
footsteps of more people coming in. The male voice
sounded amused now.

"Oh my sweet girl. You are going out of business
tonight. If you tell me what I want to know, I promise
you, it'll be quick and painless. If you don't, well... Let's
just say that my friends here hope you won't."

 

Cullan nearly choked, No! Not again! He bared his 
teeth in a feral growl. By the time he reached the edge 
of the roof, his Human form had left him. He broke 
down the front door, leapt up the stairs, then made 
himself calm down as he reached the door to Loren's 
shop. With one of his claws, he pushed the door open.



There were three men in the room. Two of them were
holding Loren's arms while a third held a dagger up to
her eye.

"Last chance, Miss Loren."

Cuchullainn gave a low, soft, sustained growl, almost
a purr. The man with the knife turned round, facing him.
Revealing yourself like that was against all that Loren
had taught him, but Cuchullainn didn't care. With a
sudden bark, he leapt forward, crossed the room. With
one hand, he grabbed at the arm that held the knife.
The other slashed round, strong claws raking the man's
abdomen. Blood spattered over him, and he tossed the
knife wielding man aside like a rag doll. Only then did
he draw steel. He hadn't had time to poison his blades,
but it didn't matter. The two men let go of Loren, who
staggered backwards to a table and picked up her own
dagger. The men reached for their weapons, but it was
too late. With speed greater than the eye could follow,
Cuchullainn's daggers stabbed out. They were dead
before they even realised they were too late.
Cuchullainn turned to Loren, who was watching him
with eyes wide open, holding her dagger out.

"I've got you," said Cuchullainn.



"Stay away!" Loren stabbed out with her dagger.
"Stay away from me!"

Cuchullainn dropped his daggers and grabbed
Loren's arm with one hand. His other arm, he put round
her shoulders. He pulled her to him, then let go of her
knife arm. With both arms round Loren, he searched
for, found, the music. His True Form faded from sight.

"I've got you," he whispered.

 

Cullan simply stood there, with Loren in his arms, for
a long time. Finally, she took a deep breath.

"Alright, you got me," said Loren. "Now can you let
go?"

Realising what he was doing, Cullan let go, took a
step backward, hands in the air.

"Apologies, Miss Loren."

Loren looked at him, realised she was still alive, and
laughed. She touched Cullan's bearded cheek.

"Next time, do something about the strange and
weird first. You're prickly as hell."

Cullan coughed. In his younger years, he might have
blushed. Loren looked round at the carnage, then back
at Cullan.



"So do you mind telling me just what the hell is going
on? Why did these brutes knock me out with four
thousand gold worth of earthenware for a club?" Loren
frowned. "You bloody well could have told me you killed
some old bugger for this. I'd have been more careful."

"I didn't," said Cullan. "Gezza knocked him out, I tied
him up and put him in the closet. I even checked later
to see if he was breathing. He was alive when we left."

"Hmm." Loren put away her dagger and rubbed her
chin, thinking. "Must have been Gezza then. Imagine
that little weasel coming back afterwards to get rid of
some old bloke. Unless... Did he get a look at you?"

"I'm afraid so," said Cullan. "Oh dear."

"And once he'd seen you, how could he forget you?"
Loren shook her head. "I should pull a few strings, ask
a few questions. You go to the training hall. I'll meet
you there later."

"Thank you, Miss Loren. I'm afraid I don't have the
key, though."

"Nor me. Blessed Light Cuchullainn, have I taught
you nothing?"

"Ah. I see. I'll wait for you there."



Cuchullainn disappeared into the night. Loren looked
at him disappearing down the stairs. She heard a
choking noise from the floor.

"Help... me."

Loren kneeled down next to the man, and looked at
his blood-stained face with interest.

"Well, bless me. Not quite dead, are you?" She
looked at the man's stomach. "Hope you don't have
any plans for tomorrow. Was this what you wanted to
do to me?"

"Please..."

Loren slowly pulled out her dagger and showed it to
the man.

"I ought to leave you to get on with it, really. Just for
letting your guts leak out all over my nice clean floor."

She put one hand under the man's cheek, raised his
head so he was looking into her eyes, carefully placed
the sharp point of her dagger against the back of the
man's neck. She looked into the man's eyes with a little
smile on her face, then pushed the dagger in. She
pulled it out again, wiped it on a clean bit of the man's
clothes.

"I guess I'm too nice a girl."



"Hello?"

Loren walked into the training room, quietly, listening,
looking round at likely hiding places. With the amount
of manure Mr. Cuchullainn had managed to draw upon
himself, better be careful. She took a few slow steps
into the middle of the room, one hand hovering over her
dagger, ready for anything. She frowned.

"Come out, come out, wherever you are."

There was a polite cough behind her.

"Here, Miss Loren. The coast is clear, unless
someone followed you."

Loren turned round. "Do I look like I was born
yesterday?"

"Yes," said Cullan, "but I suspect that is a clever
ruse."

"Aww, you say the nicest things." Loren's smile
faded. "You silly bugger. You've managed to piss off..."
Loren raised a finger. "Your so-called Brethren..."

"I appear to have injured Mr. Cobson's pride," said
Cullan. "By depriving him of the opportunity to indulge
his taste for tormenting defenceless women."

"Yeah. Oh dear how sad never mind. Second, 
Gezza. Well done. Anything that annoys the little scab



is a good deed in my book."

Loren raised another finger. "Third, all the girls in the
House on the Hill, and Madam Frances. I'm very
disappointed. Couldn't keep your hands to yourself,
eh?"

Cullan took a breath. "Miss Loren, I assure you..."

Loren laughed. "Come on. You turn red up to your
ears when a girl smiles at you. Havin' a little fun on the
way home? You? She was setting you up. They seem
to believe the little tart, though."

"I cannot blame them for being angry. My indiscretion
led to the death of one of the girls."

"I heard. Maressa. Stupid girl should have known
better, honest."

"I am partly to blame. I should have realised..."

"You're a wet-behind-the-ears thug. She was a
dyed-in-the-wool lady of the night. You had an excuse.
She didn't."

"Still..."

"You've got bigger trouble than feelin' guilty. Madam
Frances has had a little chat with Lady Rose. She
wants your hide."



Cullan 's face turned pale. "Lady Rose... Surely she
doesn't think I..."

"Makes no difference what she thinks," said Loren.
"We get lots of jobs from the House on the Hill. Don't
want to lose their business."

"They're throwing me to the wolves?" Cullan looked
into Loren's eyes. "Are you..."

"No. You saved my skin back there. I owe you."
Loren's eyes gleamed. "Even though you got me into
that pickle as well. But you could just have walked off."

"No, Miss Loren. I couldn't have."

Loren grinned. "If only we had a bit more time. Oh
well. It's time for you to leave."

"Leave?" Cullan's mouth fell open. "Where to?"

"Wrong question love. Where away from, is what you
have to think of."

"But... where in Gilneas can I run to?"

"Nowhere."

Cullan stared at Loren in horror. "Leave Gilneas?"

"Either that, or spend the rest of your life dead."

Cullan stared at the floor for a few moments. When
he looked up, his eyes looked harder, with new resolve.



"Miss Loren, I'm tired of this. Sneaking about,
stealing, killing, watching people I like suffer or die. I'm
sick of it. I am ready."

"Good," said Loren. "How were you thinking of
going?"

"Perhaps I could find a ship out of here?"

Loren shook her head. "Ain't gonna work. King's
ships don't sail anymore, and the smugglars are all
working for Lady Rose. I know a place where you can
get over the wall and out, without being seen."

Cullan nodded. "Once more, I am in your debt. Very
well, then." He looked round. "I should probably change
my appearance."

"There's a barber shop nearby. Closed to the public,
open to the unscrupulous."

 

They made their way, unseen, to the barber shop.
Cullan found a pair of scissors, and stood in front of a
mirror. Loren put a hand on his shoulder and pushed
him into a chair. She started cutting Cullan's wild mane
of hair. Cullan leaned back, moving his head here and
there as Loren pushed it.

"You have done this before, haven't you?"



"Name me a profession, and I'll have done it. Got
good tips, too. The trick is letting them get a good look
at your bacon bits while you're washing their hair."

Cullan leant back in the chair. There was something
soothing, almost hypnotic in the snip of the scissors,
the soft touch of her fingers.

"There. Want a shave as well?"

Cullan took the straight razor from Loren. "I think I'd
better take care of that myself. I have this superstition
about people with sharp knives near my throat."

"Aww," said Loren. "You're ruining my pie business,
you know that?"

"Is there no end to your talents, Miss Loren?"

"If there is, no-one ain't seen it yet. Anyway, you're a
great one to talk. You didn't tell me you were a blimmin'
church."

"I am a church? Is my body a temple?"

"How long have you lived here? Church organ..."

"Worgen," said Cullan, with a sigh. "I am sorry. It's
not a subject for casual conversation."

Cullan stopped talking while he shaved. Loren sat 
watching him on the back of a chair, boots on the seat. 
Cullan put down the razor, and looked at himself in the



mirror. The face that looked back at him, though
painfully familiar, had changed in ways too subtle to put
a finger on. The most obvious difference lay not in extra
lines, or gray hairs, but in the tired expression in
Cullan's eyes. He wiped off the last of the shaving
soap, then turned to Loren.

"Well ain't you a chipper lookin' one," said Loren.

"I don't feel chipper," said Cullan. "If it is not an
inappropriate question, Miss Loren. Why are you
helping me? Your loyalty would seem to lie with Lady
Rose, and she wants me dead."

Loren stepped down, put her hands on Cullan's
shoulders, and looked at him. Her eyes were large,
light brown, and incredibly bright.

"You don't understand? Honestly? Oh Cuchullainn... I
love you. I love you, and the thought of something
happening to you..." She took a deep breath. "I can't
even bear to think of it."

Cullan put his hands on Loren's. "Why? Why must I
be burdened with these almost inhumanly good looks,
that young and impressionable girls find me so
irresistible. If only I could go through life wearing a
mask always, to try and avoid this heartbreak."



Cullan looked at Loren. Loren looked at Cullan.
Loren's smouldering look was too much for Cullan, and
he burst out laughing first.

"Miss Loren, I am very fond of you. You are the only
person in this madhouse I would not hesitate to call a
friend. But I don't believe you are so smitten with me
that you would throw all caution to the wind."

"Wouldn't do that for me dear old mum," said Loren.
"It's Lady Rose. She don't like being told what to do.
Don't like that at all. So while she's making a great
show of doing all she can to off you, she told me to
make sure you got a good head start." Loren's face
was sad, serious. "But that's all you're getting. She's
gonna set the dogs on you, and they're really going to
try hard to catch you. And they'll kill you when they do."

"If," said Cullan.

"If."

 

Loren saw Cuchullainn reach the end of the rope,
and leap down the rest of the way. She pulled up the
rope, coiled it and put it on her shoulder. Far beneath
her, she saw Cuchullainn go down on all fours and
speed off to the East, faster than a racing horse.



"Light speed you on your way, Mr. Cullan," she said.
"And take care."

She stepped down from the wall, and disappeared
into the shadows.

"Hunting a bloody skirtlifter? My pleasure." The
Captain of the guard spat on the floor. "Got just the
bunch of scum to do it." He walked into the
guardhouse. "Maceál! William! Dieb! David! Get your
hairy arses over here."

Four men came out of the guardhouse. They had
long hair, swords and knives at their belts and were
wearing kilts. The Captain pointed at a grizzled, tall
man. "This man wants you to hunt down someone
who's been bothering the women of the House on the
Hill. Take one of the hounds, track him down, cause
him a lot of pain and then kill him. Make him regret the
day he tried to grab one of Madam Frances' girls. Mr.
Cobson here will give you one of his shirts for the dog
to smell. Off you go!

"Right you are, Sir," said Maceál.



Part 11: On the trail

 

Gerrig tried to concentrate on his work. He was 
calculating the incomings and outgoings of the castle. It 
was one of those things that came with being the Lord 
and Master of Caer Bannog. Before the death of his 
father, he'd been content with a muttered "We're doing 
alright". These days, it fell to him to add up the sums to 
the nearest copper. Usually, it took him only an hour or 
two to do the month's sums, but today, two columns of 
numbers that should add up to a nice round zero, 
steadfastly refused to do so. He was finding it harder 
than usual to concentrate because the constant stream 
of noise coming from Old Bannog's bedroom, soon to 
be the New Shower Room. He sighed. Lady Ariciel had 
been right, of course. Nothing in the world could have 
persuaded him to move into that room, or even to allow 
guests there. This was a good solution. No 
associations with the past and a little luxury for the 
womanfolk. His eyes fell on the trunk in the corner. It 
contained his father's belongings from his bedroom. It 
probably said something about Father that all his



personal belongings could fit in that trunk. That nice
Elven priestess, Lirael, had carefully packed them in
bits of cloth and had some of his soldiers carry it up to
his workroom. Gerrig sighed and was three numbers
into the first column when the drilling started again and
shattered his concentration. He cast his eyes up at the
ceiling and closed the ledger, then walked down the
stairs to see how long this was going to take. A
dustcloud greeted him as he entered the room. A
muffled voice shouted at him.

"Close it! Or it'll get all over the place!"

"It's my door, and I'll open and close it as I want!"

Gerrig coughed, and from the billowing dustclouds,
the small figure of a Gnome emerged, wearing a
facemask and goggles. He pushed them up and
revealed himself as Nix Steambender, the younger of
the two. His face was completely grey, except for two
clean circles round his eyes.

"Oh. Pardon me, Sir Gerrig. People have been
coming in all morning asking when we'll be done."

"Yes? And?"

"So I have to interrupt my work and explain to them 
that it's going to take longer and longer the more they 
disturb me. The diamond drill needs to be at the right



operating temperature to work properly, and all this
starting and stopping is buggering up the couple
regulators, pardon my Gnomish."

"Right. So how long will it take? I am trying to work
upstairs."

"Somewhere between an hour and three, depending
on environmental parameters."

"Such as?"

"Hardness of the granite, unexpected obstacles, and
of course there's always some fluctuations in workflow
due to non-linear communications aspects."

"Ah. I see," said Gerrig. "Well, keep it up."

He walked out of the room, closed the door and went
outside for some air. He shook his head, laughing
quietly to himself. Bloody Gnomes. Non-linear
communications aspects. In other words, shut up and
let us get on with it. All right, then. Let's find someone
else to keep from his work.

 

"Good morning, Albert. How goes the translation?"

"Good morning, Sir. Satisfactorily, I think. I have
managed to translate most of the documents."

"Any idea what our green neighbors are up to?"



Albert scratched behind his ear, casting his gaze
once more over the documents brought to him by
Interalia.

"As far as I can see, nothing out of the ordinary.
Recruits come in. Training is applied to them, with
rewards or punishment, depending on performance.
Once they clear some basic tests, they go to Blackrock
Mountain. They seem to be concentrating on making
their warriors resistant to shadow magic, which would
probably be a good thing if we did as well. But nothing
more."

Gerrig shook his head. "There's got to be something.
Are you sure there isn't some sort of code, or a secret
message?"

"Well, if there were, it would be beyond me to find it.
But I don't think so. Surely, you do not put hidden
messages in your accounts ledgers?"

"Hah. That may be why the figures don't seem to
want to match. Possibly some powerful deity is trying to
send me messages."

Albert gave a vague smile. "That is always a
possibility, of course."

"Still... Shadow magic. We don't use shadow magic.
Why would they be defending against it?"



"Perhaps, Sir Gerrig, they are not worried about us,
but rather about the Scourge. They practically invented
shadow magic."

"Hmm. I'm still not convinced. I'll send out Interalia for
more documents."

"Please do so. I am already the envy of all my peers.
They don't have as many Orcish documents to study. I
may well produce a paper on the subject."

Gerrig stared. "You are talking about this with your
academic friends?"

"Why, of course. Some of them had quite helpful
advice on Orcish command structure."

Gerrig closed his eyes. Oh crap. He took a deep
breath, and fixed Albert with a stare.

"Please inform your learned friends that your source
has dried up and that no more information will be
forthcoming."

"But..."

"No. No 'but'. Do it. What do you think will happen if
word gets out I am spying on the Orcs when I expressly
promised not to?"

"Uh... Historical evidence shows that... hostilities will
ensue."



"Exactly. So pray that none of your friends mentions
anything about this. Am I making myself clear?"

"Perfectly, Sir. I will see to it at once."

"Good."

Gerrig turned round, fuming, and walked out of the
door. Bloody academics. As if he hadn't enough to
worry about already.

 

In the function hall, men were busy constructing
practice dummies out of wood and straw, for this
afternoon's practice. He was pleased to see that
Nægling had joined the men in hammering together the
old planks. The woman must be feeling better. She still
walked with a limp, but she carried herself with slightly
more confidence than she used to. Father Eolas had
warned him to keep her away from the men, but she
had joined them on her own initiative and he could
hardly lock her up. One of the men held up one of the
heads.

"Hey! The wood on this one's cracked. Do we have
any brown straw for the hair?"

Gerrig winced, as Nægling slowly looked round at the
soldier.



"I hope you'll enjoy it. It's the closest you'll ever get to
beating me."

The soldiers laughed. Nægling had, once, joined
sword practice when there was an odd number of
soldiers. The lucky soldier had grinned and told her
he'd go easy on her. "Thank you," Nægling had lisped,
and proceeded to show him all the corners of the
courtyard. Nægling might not be much to look at, but
she knew what to do with a sword. Among soldiers
likely to go out in battle, that was the equivalent of a
perfect figure and finely crafted features. It meant
exactly nothing to a bunch of Paladin novices
competing for position in the pecking order. As Gerrig
reluctantly walked back up the stairs, to attack the
ledgers again, he thought that Nægling might actually
fit in. Stranger things had happened.

Selena dropped her hood back. It had stopped 
raining, but the sky was still grey, promising more rain. 
She knew that all over Azeroth, wise men looked up at 
the sky and noted down precisely what the weather 
was like, in the hopes of predicting what the weather 
would be like tomorrow. They sold little books that 
would tell you with almost unfailing accuracy what the



weather wasn't going to be like today. Sellers of the
Almanack here must be raking in the gold.

"Grand soft weather, we're having," said Hieronimo.

"Aye," said Berrin. "I'm sure that the poor wee
Goblins in Tanaris would give lots of gold for a nice bit
o' precipitation like this."

"Isn't giving gold away against their religion?" said
Selena. "I believe the Goblin word for gold is Bish'tak,
which means 'That Which Exists For Others To Give
Us'."

"Are ye done chatterin'?" Thorfin Stoneshield gave
them a look. "It ain't a bloody henhouse here."

"Henhouses are dry," said Selena.

"Would ye like me to tell you about the things up
North that can kill ye, or would you like to find out for
yerself? I'll have none of yer lip, so put a sock in it."

Selena looked at her feet, and said nothing.

"Right, lads. That gap in the mountain range to the 
North leads to Dun Modr, and the bridge of Thandol 
Span, or what's left of it. North of that are the Arathi 
Highlands. Our new playground. We'll be hunting there. 
There's raptors, more bears, wolves, cats, they get 
everywhere. They're just bigger and nastier than the



ones in Dun Morogh."

Thorfin looked at each of his students. "Now if ye
were wondering what the point was in making ye build
yer own camp back in Dun Morogh, this is it. A good
hunter can survive anywhere, as long as he needs to,
on his own. You're each going to go your separate
ways. You, Rockwalker, are going North. Wildheart,
East. Caerbannog, west. Then after two days, you
make your way back to Refuge Pointe. I'll be wanting
some sort of proof that you haven't been sitting on your
tails just out of earshot of Refuge Pointe, so hunt up
something, don't care what. Be told. This is your first
test. I get to decide here whether to keep ye or to ditch
ye as a bad job."

Selena took a slow breath. Thorfin looked at her
face, and grinned.

"Scared already? Well good. There's plenty of things
out there that'll have ye for lunch. Before I forget. Not
all the dangerous things in Arathi go on four legs.
There's... Humans about. Stay well away from them.
Don't let them see you, because they're a deranged
bunch of murderers."

Selena sniffed. "Not all Humans are murderers."



"Yer right. Some of 'em are wet hens. Now get ready.
We cross the bridge, then split up on the other side.
Move!"

Cullan looked ahead, careful to stay out of sight. He
was hungry. He'd been hungry for days now. Sheer
adrenalin had sustained him all the way from
Greymane's wall, all along the mountains to the East,
and into this place of the world, Hillsbrad. He should
probably have visited the small town just outside the
wall for supplies, but that would play into the hands of
his pursuers. He hadn't seen them, didn't know them,
nor how many there were. They'd almost certainly have
Gilnean hunting hounds with them. Massive creatures,
used for hunting game... or people. He knew the
hounds could pick up the slightest hint of a scent, even
if it was a week old.

He had only the vaguest idea of what to do, where to 
go. His father had once told him of the great city of 
Stormwind, far to the south, where his father had gone 
once or twice, to trade. He went by way of a town 
called Southshore. Presumably, he'd have to find a 
ship there, where nobody knew who he was, or what. 
That meant he had all of the Hillsbrad Foothills to



cross, and then the Arathi Highlands. But that was of
academic interest. He first had to get past these
watchtowers. If he couldn't do that, then he might as
well give up. A fond look crept onto Cullan's tired face,
as he imagined a sarcastic voice.

"Why Mr. Cuchullainn. Have I taught you nothing?"

"Pardon me, Miss Loren. I will try my best not to
embarrass you."

He wrapped the shadows round himself, and crept
forward.

"These mutts give me the creeps," said William.

"Well, we fed it this morning, so you should be
alright," said Maceál. "Isn't it amazing how the beast
can smell that bastard even with you guys here?"

"I hear they see colour with their noses," said David.
"And their eyes only see black and grey and white."

Dieb laughed. "So what colour would you be? Pretty
pink, I'd guess."

"Sod you," said David. "At least I take baths now and
then. The ladies like it."

"Hah!" William grinned. "Women like strong men. It's
in their blood. Can't resist us."



"Yeah, that's muscle, not smell," said Maceál.

"Oh yeah? One of the girls promised to give me a
tuppenny upright if we catch the bastard. For free!"

Dieb grinned broadly. "You lucky sod. Which one?"

"The blonde one with the long legs. Lynn, I think."

"Nice," said Maceál.

David frowned. They rode on for a bit, following the
dog as it ran ahead of them, nose to the ground,
unfailing. Every morning, all they had to do was wave
Cuchullainn's shirt in front of it, and off it went.
Amazing. The men rode on, silently, until finally David
couldn't bear it anymore.

"Um," he said. "Not that I'd want you to think I haven't
seen it all, and I'm not a man of the world... Cause I
have, and I am." He looked at William. "But... What the
blazes is a tuppenny upright?"

"Don't know," said William. He looked round. Maceál
shook his head. Dieb shrugged.

"Has to be good, though."

 

It was starting to get dark when the men came to the 
Southpoint Tower, that guarded the way from Gilneas 
into Hillsbrad. They decided against staying there,



because none of them trusted the men of Hillsbrad who
worked there. Anyway, the dog, who William had
named "Snuffles", ran straight past it, not even looking
up at the tower.

"Looks like Mr. Chuckles didn't like the people in the
tower either," said Maceál.

"Gonna be dark soon," said David. "Perhaps we
should find a nice soft bit of rock and bed down for the
night."

Dieb looked round. "Great. Any of you got any
firewood?"

"Where'd I keep it?" said William. "Under my kilt?"

Dieb started to grin, and opened his mouth. Maceál
reached out and prevented a fight by muffling whatever
Dieb was going to say.

"You want fire, you need wood. Get chopping."

Cuchullainn looked up. Only a half moon, but enough 
to see by. He could only run fast in his True Form, but 
whenever he changed, the Beast reminded him that he 
hadn't eaten enough. He sniffed the air for prey. If there 
was wildlife in these parts, then it was smart enough 
not to show itself to him. Back in Gilneas, he would



never have thought that hunger could hurt. He'd found
some blackberries, and spent at least half an hour
finding every last one on the bush, until fear once more
took him, and he ran, looking over his shoulder. He'd
found some mushrooms growing on the side of a tree,
but even sniffing them in his True Form hadn't told him
whether they were poisonous or not. He found a
stream, and dived head-first into it. The water tasted
clear, and he could see fish swimming. He leapt at one,
though he knew full well that it would be gone long
before he could get his claws on it.

Cuchullainn ran on, cursing his own stupidity. He'd
taken the time for a shave and a haircut. Why hadn't he
taken the time to fit himself out for a trip in the wild?
Why had he simply assumed that he could live off the
land, like a creature of the wild? He growled. The Beast
in him was strong, feral, confident, blood-thirsty. And
really really bloody stupid. Also, he had to admit with
red cheeks, completely unable to actually catch any
food. Food. As the word echoed in his head, his
stomach reminded him, without needing to, how little it
had inside. Cuchullainn breathed in slowly, trying to find
on the wind the scent of anything, anything edible.
Nothing.



He ran on.

Selena closed her eyes, concentrating on the little
specks of Light in her mind. People. Beasts. She found
she could do one or the other, but not both at the same
time. She'd told Hugin to grab anyone or anything that
attacked her, but strong though Hugin was, the
creatures in this place were too big for a bird to take on
alone. Selena stood still, concentrating on one of the
little sparks in her head. She looked, and her eyes
opened wide. Far in the distance, she could see a
creature, made of... She looked again, shielding her
eyes from the bright mid-day sun. Her mouth fell open.
Walking rocks? Selena dropped down on her stomach,
calling Hugin to her. She closed her eyes, straining her
mind for a place where there were no people, and set
off at a run. Thorfin Stoneshield would probably have
laughed at her, before wrestling the thing to the ground.
Piss on him. Using her Aspect of the Cheetah, she ran,
to put as much distance between her and the monsters.

 

She'd calmed down a bit. She was sitting with her 
back to a large boulder, chewing on some of the dried 
meat she'd bought all the way back in Menethil. It was



salty, and gave her a thirst, but she didn't care. She'd
given Hugin some as well. Did Hugin actually need to
eat? She was a thing of magic now, no longer a living
creature. Or was she? She'd fed Hugin every day back
at the Caer, and cleaned up after her, because Father
was a firm believer in the concept of Cause and Effect
and personal responsibility. Selena threw another lump
of meat at Hugin, and she snatched it out of the air just
like she always did, tilting her head back to swallow it
whole. She looked happy with the gift. Which was all
that mattered, really. Selena got up.

"Time to get going again, girl," she said. She stood
up straight, and planted her staff on the ground in front
of her in a dramatic pose. The wind made her cloak flap
around her in a very satisfying way. She threw her
head back.

"Let's see what adventures await!"

 

From her hiding spot on a small hill, Selena looked 
down on a large grassy plain. Her eyes were wide 
open, and a silly grin was on her face. She brushed her 
hair out of her eyes and raised her head a little. A few 
hundred yards away, there was a pack of raptors. They 
were only small ones, but even "small" raptors could



still easily fit Selena's head in their mouths. They were
possibly the ugliest creatures Selena had seen, but still,
their raw strength, their sheer ferocity hit Selena in the
stomach in a primal way. She wanted one. She wanted
to hunt it, kill it, and eat its flesh while deciding what to
make out of its leather. She licked her finger and held it
up to feel the wind. The raptor at the front was the
largest. The boss, the alpha male. Out of the question.
Hit that one and you have the whole pack on you, and
rather than catch it, you become lunch. Her eyes were
drawn to the back of the pack. One of the raptors was
walking with a limp, unable to keep up. Poor thing.

Selena told Hugin to stay with her no matter what, 
and moved downwind of the pack. Her longbow was in 
her hand, an arrow in the other. Her eyes were fixed on 
her prey, and her tracking spells would warn her of any 
surprises. Slowly, she caught up with the pack, until 
she was in arrow range. Wind was in her face. She 
looked at her target's good leg, concentrating. The 
bowstring touched her lips as she drew back the arrow, 
took a deep breath, and slowly let it escape as the tip of 
the arrow lowered. The string slipped from her fingers. 
Even before it hit the leg joint of the limping raptor, 
Selena smiled. The creature bellowed, not even



knowing where this sudden pain came from. Then, it
collapsed onto its side. The pack gave it one sad look,
then walked on. With a quiet word, Selena ordered
Hugin to attack. She flew off in a large arc, approaching
from behind, then fell down on the wounded raptor. It
tried to twist its head round to bite Hugin, exposing its
throat. Hugin's beak tore into it, and blood sprayed. The
raptor bellowed in pain and fear. Selena ran up,
iron-shod staff out, and raised it high. She looked into
the raptor's eye, and then stabbed down with all her
strength and a fierce cry, pushing down with all her
weight behind it. She felt the staff move in her hands as
the raptor twitched, and then... stopped moving. Selena
pulled back her staff, covered in blood and gore. She
breathed in deep, once, twice, three times. Then, she
raised her arms into the air and shouted out at the top
of her voice. No words, simply raw emotion. With her
heart beating wildly, she grinned at Hugin.

"Tonight, girl... we eat!"

Thoradin's wall. It separated the Hillsbrad Foothills 
from the Arathi Highlands. Cullan looked. There was a 
small troop of soldiers at the wall, wearing strange 
tabards. Cullan distrusted them. They were probably



soldiers of the Alliance, and King Genn Greymane must
have had good reasons to separate his country from
them. The troop looked orderly enough, but there was
no way of telling how they would react to a runaway
Gilnean. They'd probably hang him just to be sure.
Cullan hid himself in the shadows, and crept forward.
With practice, his confidence had grown and he knew
that he could stay out of sight of the soldiers. The only
thing that might give him away was the loud rumbling of
his stomach. It wasn't lunch time for the soldiers, or
Cullan might have tried to snatch some. Hunger had
done away with any remaining shame he might have
felt in stealing. But one cannot pluck feathers from a
frog, so he simply sneaked past the watchmen. The
grassy plains of the Arathi Highlands lay before him.

Once out of sight of the Wall, Cullan dropped to all 
fours again, changed, and ran off. It was maddening! 
This was a lush, fertile land. All round him, he could 
see... rabbits. Tasty, fluffy rabbits. Cullan knew how to 
skin rabbits, it being one of his Lord's favourites with a 
black pepper sauce. The problem was, that these ones 
didn't volunteer to become lunch. In a straight line, he 
could easily outrun them, but the little creatures didn't 
run in a straight line. Just as he was sure that he had



one, it'd turn at a right angle. He'd fallen over trying to
follow it, landing on his back. Cullan had stared at the
rabbit sitting not ten yards away, nose twitching,
laughing at him. With a deep sigh, he'd swallowed his
shame, and ran off. No doubt the rabbits were jeering
at his back.

 

Cuchullainn looked out over the endless grasslands
of Arathi. Miles upon miles of endless plains stretched
out before him. The truth that he had been avoiding all
these days, would no longer be denied.

He wasn't going to make it.

He would die in this place.

Even in his True Form, he had slowed down to a 
crawl. He hadn't been quick enough to catch food two 
days ago, when he still had energy. He was much 
weaker now, and even if he found something less agile 
than rabbits, he wouldn't be able to overcome it. The 
pain in his empty stomach had passed, to be replaced 
with a dangerous, subtle weakness. Try as he might, 
he could not run any further. It would be so nice to lie 
down, just for a little while, and sleep. You always think 
better after a little sleep, and something would come to 
him that would mean breakfast. Just lie down here for a



bit. The grass is soft and cool.

Cuchullainn shook himself. If he lay down now, he
would not get up again. He smelled water, made his
way to a small stream, and drank. Drinking was good. It
made his stomach feel full for a little while. As he
looked up, muzzle dripping with water, he froze. He
took a quick breath. Raised his large wolf's head. He
breathed out, then in, mouth hanging open to smell the
better. His tongue stuck out, and he panted, flanks
rising and falling. There was no mistake. He'd smelled
it. As clear as the day.

Somewhere upwind, there was a fire.

Someone had made a fire.

On the fire was... Cuchullainn's jaws dripped with
saliva. Someone was making... He ran.

Food.

Maceál rose in his stirrups, looking ahead for any
sign of their target. Snuffles was still running ahead.
What possessed a large dog to run for days on a scent,
they didn't know, but run he did.

"How long is this going to take?" asked William. "I
want to get this job done."



"Homesick already?" said David. "A man on foot, he
shouldn't be this fast. Are you sure Snuffles isn't
hunting for wild goose?"

"If he is, we're having dog for dinner tonight," said
Dieb. "But the Boss said to follow the dog."

"What do we do when we catch Chuckles anyway?"
said David.

"Kill the son of a bitch," said Maceál. "That's our
orders. Kill him and make it hurt."

"Yeah," said David. "About that... What do we have
to do? Like stab him where it takes him a long time to
die?"

"Could do," said William. "Or tie him down and leave
him for the wild animals."

"They'll want proof," said Maceál. "Bit hard to get that
from a bear's stomach."

"I say we just stab him, and be done with it," said
David. "I'm sure Dieb can come up with a good story.
Who'll say we didn't? Takes less time, easier for all."

"Like how we cut bits off his legs, and fried 'em and
fed 'em to him?" Dieb picked up his dagger by the tip,
flipped it into the air and caught it.



"What sort of proof?" asked William. "I'm not going to
ride for days with someone's head in my bags."

"Something that doesn't go off," said Maceál.

"I don't want to take hours killing the sod," said
David. "One of my uncles was caught stealing, and
they took three days getting from him where he'd
hidden the loot. We went to a place just outside the
prison to hear him scream. Puts you right off your drink,
that does."

"So why did you go there, then?" asked Dieb. "It's not
like you had to."

"Well, he'd have done the same for us. He was that
kind of man. And then they hanged him."

"Stupid bugger," said William. "Should have told 'em
what they wanted to know. Would've been much
easier."

"He did," said David. "But then they wanted to know
where he'd hidden the rest of the loot, and there was
no rest of the loot. They didn't believe him. Filthy
bastards. So I say we just slit his throat, and be done
with it."

"Suits me," said Maceál.

 



They had stopped for a quick bite to eat and a rest.
Snuffles was lying by the fire, making sure that nobody
made off with the sausages. Whenever Dieb tried to
turn one of them, he'd growl. So far, they had lost three
sausages in bribes.

"I wonder if he stops for food," said Maceál. "David's
right. We should've caught up with him already."

"Maybe he's looping round, and following us," said
Dieb. "Those thugs, they teach them stuff. How to
hide."

"And how to run faster than a horse?" William
laughed. "You can't go believing all the stories you hear
about Rogues, Dieb. And you should know, you are
one."

A hurt look was on Dieb's face. "I'm not a Rogue! I'm
a swashbuckler. I don't go near ladies' make up, even
for a cunning disguise."

David looked uneasily at the small shrubs and trees.

"I don't know, see? Most of those Rogues are just
your basic common spotted sneak thief, but some of
them use magic. They can make themselves invisible,
or even... turn themselves into animals." He loosened
his sword in its scabbard. "He could be watching us
now."



William snorted, and stood up. He raised his kilt and
presented the world with an unobstructed view of his
bare backside.

"Get a look at this, Chuckles!"

Dieb rolled over backwards laughing. Maceál gave
William a weary look.

"Put that away, you stupid ass. That's only for
emergencies."

"Well, not as stupid as talk about magic Rogues and
shape-changers. Are those sausages done yet? I want
to know what a bloody tuppenny upright is."

"Most likely, a bun with raisins in," said Dieb.

"If it is, the little tart can feed it to me," said William.
"In 'er birthday suit."

Selena tried roasted raptor, with a few chunks of 
bread, and declared it a success. It had taken her a 
while to get the skin off the raptor, but she had been 
careful not to damage it. It was neatly folded up in her 
pack now. When she got home, she'd ask Ariciel what 
to do with it. It should be enough for a pair of leather 
pants. Hugin preferred her raptor raw, and luckily, also 
the bits that Selena didn't want herself. Selena had



found this place by accident, on top of a hill, a small
sandy place hidden between three big boulders. She
closed her eyes, concentrated. There were no beasts
nearby. This place looked like the perfect place to stay
the night. Then, in the morning, she'd head back East,
to Refuge Pointe. She vaguely remembered the place.
Bannog had mentioned that he'd been there. Could that
be the place where he'd done the mighty deeds that
were all the talk of Menethil? He'd told her about the
mages he had killed, together with four of his army
mates, but her Big Brother had, once or twice, been
known to add a tiny embellishment or two to an
otherwise dull story. Just to keep people interested.

She looked up at a noise, frowned. Her hand went to
her staff. Someone was walking up the side of the hill.
Selena got to her feet, holding her staff in front of her.
She quickly turned her mind to detecting people, and
sure enough, a wavering spot of Light was slowly
making its way towards her.

"Hugin? Slay all who attack me."

Hugin flapped to the top of one of the boulders, and 
held ready. As Selena watched, the shape of a man, 
silhouetted in the light of the setting sun, appeared 
between the boulders. He stepped forward, and stood



still. He was a little taller than she was. His hair was
dark and short, and the beginning of a dark beard was
on hollow cheeks. His eyes, grey or blue, she couldn't
tell, looked at her from a thin face. Just for a moment,
Selena's mind flew back, over all the miles between her
and Redridge, to the man she'd quite definitely given
up forever. The stranger coughed.

"Good... good evening, Lady."

Selena nodded. "Greetings. What brings you here?"

The man took a slow breath, pointed. "I smelled your
fire, Lady. I smelled your..." He closed his eyes. "I'm
afraid to ask, but... could I please..."

Selena lowered her staff to the ground, and leaned
on it. On the rock above her, Hugin stirred, preened her
feathers, and looked down on the man with eyes that
had looked at the Sun without blinking. Selena pointed
her hand at the fire.

"You look hungry. Would you like something to eat?"

 

Selena sat on a rock, watching the man eat, a little 
smile on her face. To be honest, she was glad. She'd 
taken much more meat than she needed from the 
raptor, and without smoking, drying or freezing it, it 
would go off the day after tomorrow. It was nice that



she had found a good home for it. Finally, the man sat
back, closed his eyes, and tilted his head back. Then,
he looked at her. Selena almost imagined a brief blue
glare in his eyes.

"Thank you. Thank you, Lady. You have saved my
life."

"Oh, surely you're joking? There's lots to eat here."

"I am no hunter, Lady."

"Not a hunter? What are you then?"

He looked down. "I am a simple house servant,
Lady."

"So what are you doing here? Not many houses
here."

The man stood up, bowed his head. "Pardon my
manners, Lady. I have failed to introduce myself. My
name is Cullan, and I am at your service. If it weren't
for your kindness, I would have died in this place."

"Selena of Caer Bannog," said Selena. "Pleased to
meet you."

"The pleasure is all mine, lady Selena."

"Where are you going?"

Cullan sighed. He heard Loren's voice in his head. 
Where you're going to isn't as important as what you're



running away from. He knew only one city beyond
Gilneas.

"Stormwind, Lady. I am hoping to find employ there."

"Well, you've got a long way to go, then. Make for
Ironforge, then take the tram."

"Thank you, Lady."

"Not tonight, though. I was about to bed down for the
night."

Cullan nodded. "In that case, do not let me keep you.
If you will allow it, I will take the first watch."

 

Cullan sat by the fire, watching the young woman 
asleep on the other side of the fire. She had leaned her 
bow against a rock. An arrow was stuck in the ground 
nearby. Her staff was close by her hand, and she had 
not closed her sleeping furs, ready for action at a 
moment's notice. She wasn't sleeping easy, stirring, her 
hand gripping her staff. What was such a young lady 
doing, all alone in the wild? He shook his head. She 
was doing better than he was. Ashamed as he was, he 
had to admit it. He needed her. He could not survive in 
this place without her hunting skills. He hadn't even 
brought a bow or a gun. All he had were his daggers, 
and being poisoned, they were no good for hunting



anything but Humans. Cullan looked out into the night.
He wouldn't be any good defending her, even. There
was no way the Beast Within would lie quiet if he had to
defend his life against the men following him. Lady
Selena was already suspicious of him. If he were to
show her his True Form, she might well attack him
instead of... his pursuers. His. He was endangering her
by his very presence. He should leave. But if he did,
and they found her?

Cullan sighed, got up. He looked over the fields to
the West. He couldn't leave now, with Lady Selena still
asleep. In the morning, he'd ask her the way to
Stormwind, and then take his leave.

Selena woke up. The sun was about to come up, and
the sky was painted in red and purple. The smell of tea
was in the air. She was hungry. Better get going.

"Good morning, Lady. Have you slept well?"

Selena jumped. She'd almost forgotten her new
companion. He came over to her, and handed her a
mug of tea and some cold meat on a slice of flatbread.

"I took the liberty of finding your kettle and making 
tea," said Cullan. "Though I'm afraid we are out of



firewood."

"'s Alright," said Selena. "Need to put it out anyway."

She drank the tea, ate the bread. With cold meat
she'd caught herself, she noted with a smug grin. Stuff
you, Stoneshield.

It was time to head back east, to Refuge Pointe, and
from there... wherever Thorfin Stoneshield would send
her next.

They set off, running easily towards the East. Selena
tried outpacing him, but now that his strength had
returned, he could keep up with her, no problem. In
fact, he was almost spurring them on. She caught him
looking over his shoulder more than once.

"The raptors are ahead of us, Cullan."

"Yes, Lady." They ran on for a few paces. "How far is
it to Refuge Pointe, if I may ask?"

"At this pace? Should be there by nightfall. Why?"

"No particular reason, Lady."

Selena looked round at Cullan. "Why do you keep
calling me that? It's not like you're in my service."

"Oh, but I am. As long as we travel together, It would
be my honour to serve you, in whatever limited way I
am able."



"For a few lumps of raptor meat?"

"For your kindness in giving them to me, Lady. If you
had not, I would not be here today."

"Huh. Just don't overdo it, Mr. Cullan. This trip is
supposed to prove that I can survive on my own in the
wild. Mr. Stoneshield would take it entirely the wong
way if I found a servant."

"Since you are providing food for the both of us, I am
ashamed to say I am merely adding to your troubles."

Selena laughed. "Just try to look a bit useless, will
you? Just to be sure."

"I will do my very best, Lady."

 

It was early in the afternoon when Selena and Cullan
sat down in the first likely spot. Cullan built a fire, while
Selena had Hugin grab them a few rabbits. Before
Selena could get her knife out, Cullan had already
taken them. A few moments later, the rabbits were
roasting on the spit.

One moment, they were alone. The next moment,
they were there. Three large men, wearing kilts.
Swords were in their hands, and grim looks were on
their hairy faces. One of them stepped forward.



"Mr. Cuchullainn. We meet at last."

Selena jumped to her feet, bow in her hand, an arrow
on the string. She looked at Maceál through eyes
turned to slits.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Don't worry about that, lass," said David. "We have
no quarrel with you. It's Chuckles here we want."

Cullan gave Selena a quick, desperate look. "Please,
Lady. Don't let them take me. They'll kill me."

"Shut up, Chuckles," said William. He looked at
Selena. "Just step back. He's no company for a young
girl. He likes to lure them to dark places, catch my
drift?"

Maceál raised a hand. "Quiet, William. Miss, this man
is wanted by the Gilnean Guard, for crimes many and
heinous, including murder, rape, and thieving. Just
leave him to us, and we'll see that justice is done upon
him."

"Lady! I am innocent! Please!"

Selena looked into Cullan's eyes, wordlessly asking.

"I swear, Lady. I am innocent. But if they take me, I
will not survive a day. They will kill me."



Selena turned steel blue eyes to Maceál, raising her
bow enough to draw attention to it.

"You are not taking him, or anyone else today. Now
go away."

Maceál shook his head. "Can't do that, Miss. We
have orders. Stand back."

Selena never heard or saw him. In the blink of an
eye, he was there, arm round her neck, tightening.

"Don't you worry about a thing, little Miss. Just take a
little sleep now, and in the morning, none of this will
have happened."

Cullan watched in horror as Selena screamed,
struggled in Dieb's grip, unable to break free. She
slowed down, went limp. The whites of her eyes
showed as Dieb gently lowered her to the ground.

"Right then, Chuckles," said William. "Do ye want to
go on a little walk, or do you want her to wake up
mid-way through and see you die?"

Cullan wasn't listening. He looked at Dieb, shaking
with anger.

"You oughtn't have done that, Sir," he said.

"She's alive. What sort of a Lightless amateur do you 
think I am? Killing the extras?" He took a step back.



"Check if you want. She's breathing."

Cullan kneeled by Selena's still body, and gently laid
his finger in her neck. He could feel a heartbeat, thank
the Light. He sighed, looked up at Dieb.

"You really oughtn't have done that, Sir."
Cuchullainn's eyes glowed with a deadly blue light.
"Because without Lady looking on, all the rules
change."



Part 12: Trustworthy souls

 

"What the hell was that?" Interalia sat up in her bed.

Nægling jumped off the top shelf, grunting as she
landed.

"This feels too heavy for a siege weapon," she said.
"It must be an earthquake."

The women hastily put on their armour, and ran out.
They weren't the only ones. The courtyard was filled
with people in various states of undress, most of them
holding weapons of some kind. Gerrig's voice boomed
out.

"Towers! Report!"

"North! Nothing to see, Sir."

"East! Clear!"

"West! Nothing to report."

"Nothing from the Keep, Sir!"

 

Interalia gave Nægling a look. "Tell Boss Man I'm on
patrol."

"You tell him. I'm coming with you."



Interalia only snorted. She'd been trying to ditch Nails
so often now that she knew every trick. It wasn't that
Nails was bad company in a fight. Not at all. She was
deadly, and didn't know what fear was. It was just that
fights were much more likely to happen when she was
along. They crossed the courtyard, and went out the
small door. Once outside, Nægling raised a hand, and
magic flowed. A few moments later, she was mounted
on a Paladin's charger. She reached down. Interalia
sighed, grabbed her wrist and was pulled up. Nægling
spurred on her horse, and they galloped off for a long
circuit of the castle.

"Do you have many earthquakes here?"

"Search me," said Interalia. "Only lived here for a few
months. Hah. That's a new record, actually. Usually I
leave after only one month or so. With the
tar-and-feather gang after me."

"Well, you have managed to restrain your
kleptomanic tendencies. I suppose that helps."

"Hm. How do you know? I may just be too good for
them."

"You are not a fool, and you like this place," said
Nægling.



"Naah." Interalia shook her head. "I'm a free spirit. I
need to roam free. Home is where you lay down your
head."

"Oh. My mistake." Nægling had a way of smiling only
with her voice, while keeping her face completely
straight. "Caer Bannog is a rather comfortable place to
lay down one's head, though. It would make no sense
to spoil a good thing."

"Yeah. Also, I'm the only competent Rogue in the
place. If things would go missing, who'd I blame it on?
You?"

"Nix, perhaps?"

"Nix is a do-gooder," said Interalia. "People look at
his face and blame me, even if he's got the loot in his
hands."

"A useful trait for a thief."

"Nix isn't a thief. Hasn't got it in him. Mind you, he
makes enough money just engineering."

"Well, you make money as an intelligence officer.
And it's your own money."

"Intelligence officer. That sounds so much better than
spy."



"What we know about the Blackrock Orcs, we know
through you. We know that they are not moving against
us. That's useful knowledge."

"Still don't trust them. The better it looks, the worse it
usually turns out to be."

Nægling sighed. "You may be right. We are not
blameless ourselves." She fell silent for a few
moments. "I am not blameless. I was lucky that none of
the Orcs escaped."

"Shut up, Nails. You got away with that. Forget it.
Bringing it up can only lead to trouble."

They rode on, looking for anything out of the
ordinary. There was nothing. Nægling looked at the
small woman sitting in front of her.

"Have you ever done something you truly regretted?"

"I got caught once or twice."

"That's not what I mean. Did you ever get away with
something you knew you shouldn't have?"

"No."

"Never?"

"Look, I nick people's stuff. Never so much that they
don't survive the loss, and never things that they'd
really miss."



"How do you know?"

"Money. Wonderful stuff. One coin is just like any
other. Lose some, and you can earn it back and never
know the difference."

"You keep a silver coin in your bra. You wouldn't
want to lose that."

"Ah. But that's my lucky coin. The first silver piece I
ever stole. From some git who never knew it'd gone."

"So you steal only unlucky coins."

"Have to be unlucky, or I wouldn't get my fingers on
them. Stands to reason."

"I see."

Interalia looked over her shoulder at Nægling's
scarred face. She could see nothing there to accuse
her. Not a hint of disapproval.

"Oh come on. There's people out there who'll kill
people for some gold. I won't say I'm harmless, but as
predators go, I'm a cat who runs off with your fish, not a
tiger who runs off with your arm."

Nægling laughed. That was a thing that she'd started 
to do only recently. Before she got here, and settled in 
a bit, she'd been quiet and sad, with clear undertones 
of menace. Hadn't had much to laugh about before



that, either. Still, of nights, Interalia could hear Nægling
twisting in her bed above her, making small noises in
her sleep.

"I have," said Nægling, quiet again.

"Oh be quiet, Nails. You didn't know about the
Accord, and you weren't doing anything the bastards
wouldn't love to do to us."

"I asked for the mission in Morgan's Vigil," said
Nægling. "I convinced the commander I could do it."

Interalia frowned. "That was stupid, not evil. The sod
should have kicked your butt and sent you back to
training."

Nægling shook her head. "I was stupid, and vain,
and proud. Eager to prove myself better than anyone
else. I would have been the youngest Paladin to walk
through a castle wall."

"And you got beaten to within an inch of your life. I
still think it's a miracle you lived. And then those
bastards wouldn't heal you. Left you... well, like this."

Nægling said nothing for a few moments.

"I wouldn't let them."

Interalia stuck a finger in her ear and shook her
head.



"Heh! I thought you said you wouldn't let them.
What?"

"You heard correctly. I didn't want them to heal me.
My penance is to heal the slow way, without the magic I
denied to others."

It took Interalia at least ten seconds to find words.

"Nails... how can a smart woman like you be so
bloody stupid? What in the name of all that's..."

"I told the priest to heal me to the point where I could
continue my work. I deserved no more. When my body
has restored itself, then I will be forgiven."

"Forgiven? Who has to forgive you?"

Nægling stared ahead into the night.

"I have to."

For once in her life, Interalia didn't know what to say.
They rode on in silence, not finding any of the enemy.
Not that they'd expected to. They entered the castle,
reported to Gerrig, and went back to their room.
Interalia watched Nægling clamber onto the shelf
above her, not showing the pain on her face. Interalia
quietly got into bed. Someone ought to find Nails'
conscience, and give it a good kicking.



Selena woke up in her warm sleeping furs. When she
opened her eyes, a shadow loomed over her. The
shadow somehow grew an arm, and a hand. In the
hand was a mug of tea.

"Drink this, Lady," said Cullan. "Careful. It's hot."

Selena took the mug, drank in small sips. Mr Cullan
was squatted next to her.

"What happened?"

"They call it a sleeper hold, Lady. It is meant to close
the arteries in the neck, blocking the flow of blood to
the brain. It is a way of rendering someone
unconscious without harming them."

Selena sat up straight, noticing that she was wearing
only her shirt and her underwear. She looked at Cullan.

"Those men! Who were they? What did they want
with you? And... where are they now?"

Cullan turned round, reaching for a piece of bread.

"They... went away, Lady."

"They just went away? Why?"

Cullan looked back over his shoulder, then at the fire.

"They found they were pursuing the wrong man,
Lady. Would you like some bread?"

Selena shook her head. "Not hungry."



She looked round for her clothes, and found them
folded in a neat stack next to her sleeping furs. She
quickly pulled them on, grabbed her weapons.

"Ready?"

Cullan dropped some sand on the fire, then nodded.
Selena bent over to pick up her pack. She blinked. On
one of the boulders, there was a dark brown spot. She
kneeled, fiddling with her boot, then touched the spot
with her finger. She rubbed her thumb and forefinger
together, swallowed, and wiped her hand on her
trousers. She called to Hugin, putting her on the
defensive. Slung her pack on her back. A few hours
would see her to Refuge Pointe. Selena closed her
eyes, took a deep breath, then gave Cullan a friendly
look. They set off at a run.

 

They pulled into Refuge Pointe as the Sun tipped the 
horizon. Refuge Pointe was one of those temporary 
camps that had been here for years, until it sprouted a 
forge, little shops, a flight master. The military were still 
very much in charge here, and soldiers paced to and 
fro: Dwarves, Humans, and... Selena blinked. A little 
man stood by a stack of trunks. His bald head was 
green. His ears were large, and his sharp yellow eyes



flitted here and there. An unbreakable friendly grin was
on his face. Selena looked at Cullan, who was also
staring at the Goblin. Someone shouted her name. She
saw Hieronimo waving at her. Selena grinned, and
walked towards her.

"Hiya Longshanks! What kept ye?"

"I met some of the two-legged hazards here."

Hieronimo looked at Cullan. "Did ye tame one of
them?"

Selena grinned and pointed a hand at Cullan, who
was standing a step behind her. "Hieronimo, meet Mr.
Cullan. Cullan? Hieronimo."

Cullan bowed his head at the Dwarf girl.

"Ma'am."

"Pleased to meet ye, Mr. Cullan."

Selena looked round.

"Hey, where's Mr. Grumpy? Don't tell me he hasn't
arrived yet."

"Buggered off to look for some meat for his pet. Told
me to wait here."

"Right. Seen Uncle Berrin anywhere?"

"Nope." Hieronimo grinned. "Perhaps he went to visit
some relatives in the Hinterlands."



Selena waved a finger at Hieronimo. "Even I know
you don't joke about that. It's like asking someone what
kind of sheep he likes best."

Hieronimo only grinned. She looked past Selena,
then pointed.

"Here comes trouble."

Thorfin Stoneshield came walking up, carrying a
large burlap sack, oozing blood. His raptor walked next
to him, spring in its step, bright-eyed and bloody-jawed.

"Ah. Caerbannog. You're here. Finally. Has
Rockwalker arrived yet?"

"No," said Selena. "Hope he's alright."

"Course he's alright. He's a real hunter. So what took
you so long?"

Cullan coughed. "Good day, good Sir Dwarf. I'm
afraid that was my fault. Lady Selena was kind enough
to provide me with food. Since I have no wilderness
skills to speak of, she very kindly took me here."

Thorfin looked up into Cullan's face. "And who are
you?"

Cullan bowed. "My name is Cullan, Sir. I have come
from Gilneas. I am making for Stormwind to seek my
fortune."



"Gilneas?" Thorfin looked at Selena. "By the
rampaging Titans, Caerbannog. There was no need to
go that far West!"

Cullan smiled. "I met her some twenty miles East of
Thoradin's Wall Sir, and I was very fortunate that I did,
as I was quite at the end of my resources, and about to
succumb to hunger."

Thorfin Stoneshield looked blankly at Cullan.
"Hunger? In this place? Ye gods, man. This is the most
fertile place in the whole of Azeroth! Fish practic'ly fight
for yer bait! I can see two good meals from where I'm
standing, and I'm not talkin' about the little green
bugger over there."

"Alas, Sir Dwarf, I have no equipment for fishing or
hunting, nor your vast outdoors skills."

"Then stay bloody indoors, Mr. Cullan."

"I will endeavour to do so, Sir."

Quartermaster Declan opened the door, and looked
into the face of Postman Porigg. Quartermaster
grinned, glad to see his friend, and held out his hand.

"Good to see you, man! Do my old eyes deceive me,
or has your forehead grown an inch or two?"



Porigg grinned back. "Grass don't grow on a busy
street, Quartermaster."

"An empty shed needs no roof," said Quartermaster.
"Want some wine?"

"My friend, you may want to crack open an actual
bottle for this one. I have News!"

"What, are you about to become a grandfather?"

"No. I keep telling Emily, lots of unicorn root and red
clover tea for her, and lots of ginger for Yorrick. But will
she listen?"

"Never," said Quartermaster. "So what is it then?"

"The Lich King is dead! Young Arthas Menethil has
kicked the bucket! With some assistance from Lord
Tirion Fordring and his merry band of Paladins. They
did it!"

Quartermaster took a deep breath. "Oh Light be
praised. That is great news!"

"Not without losses, though. Bolvar Fordragon died
with him."

"Bolvar..." Quartermaster's eyes stared at the wall. "I
served under his father, though I never spoke a word to
the man, only saluted him on watch duty."



Quartermaster walked to one of the cupboards in the
kitchen, and pulled out two small glasses and a bottle
of fortified wine. He poured out the wine, and pushed
one of the glasses over to Porigg.

"It's not all good news, Porigg. With the Lich King
gone, the Scourge has no leader. They're going to run
wild."

"That's what they thought, but they seem to have
fixed that somehow. Something's keeping them from
using all their power. Probably a bunch of mages
spending the rest of their lives casting the same bloody
spell on an empty set of armour over and over again."

"Still. If you ask me, there's bad weather coming.
Always gets worse before it gets better." Quartermaster
drained his glass in one gulp. "And not a damned
reason why it couldn't simply get worse and worse."

It was early in the morning when the row of soldiers 
came in, a few women and old men shielded between 
them. The column of men moved slowly. Several of 
them were wounded, their arms, legs, heads bandaged 
with field dressings. There were distressingly few of 
them. Gerrig stood on the roof of the keep, and



watched a few dozen of his men ride out towards the
soldiers coming from Lieutenant Smith's farm. His farm.
News had come to him in the middle of the night. Farm
and barracks razed, burning. Attack by Blackrock Orcs.
Many men slain, the rest had fled over the empty fields,
making for the castle. Lieutenant Joseph Smith was
taking up the rear, sword in hand, surrounded by the
last pikemen who weren't hurt. A cart pulled by two
horses rattled over the drawbridge, going out to fetch
the wounded. Gerrig drew a breath, bowed his head,
and went down to his workroom. Here we go again.

Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith sat on a chair in
Gerrig's workroom, tired, angry. He had only sheathed
his sword after he came into the room. A cup of red
wine was in front of him on the table, but he hadn't
touched it yet.

"Ten men dead, Sir. Five swords, four pikes, one
healer. I think we killed maybe two dozen, but there's
no way to be sure. There were maybe fifty."

"Are you sure they were Blackrock? Gath'ilzogg's
Orcs?"

Smitty reached into his bag, and pulled out a piece of
cloth, which he spread out on the table.



"This, we managed to take from a slain Orc. It is the
Blackrock device, but they are many. They may not be
Gath'ilzogg's men."

Gerrig looked at the tabard, then back at Lieutenant
Smith.

"We will find out. Meanwhile, where are the rest of
your men?"

"Sent them to Sir Wilfrid's farm, Sir. They aren't as
well defended as..." Lieutenant Smith closed his eyes,
and took a breath before he could continue. "Sir
Roland."

Gerrig nodded. "Well done, Lieutenant. That'll be all.
You have had a hard day. Go take some rest, and we
will discuss it further this afternoon."

"Sir." Smitty got to his feet, saluted, and took a step
towards the door.

"Lieutenant?"

Smitty looked at Gerrig.

"You have brought your people here, and fought well.
Well done."

"Thank you, Sir."

Lieutenant Smith walked out the door, leaving Gerrig 
standing at the window. He scowled, banged his fist on



the thick walls of the keep. Let's find out what's what.
He walked down the stairs, and banged on the door of
their resident Guard Gnome.

"Sergeant Interalia? I have a job for you."

Night fell over Arathi. Selena stood on top of the hill
that hid the tents of Refuge Pointe, looking North. Her
freckled face was still and serious, and a worried look
was in her blue eyes. There was a noise next to her.
Hieronimo. Selena could recognise her friend's spirit
without seeing. Her hand was on Selena's arm.

"Yer not goin' ta make him fly over here just by starin'
holes in the night. It's time for our little talk with Mr.
Stoneshield."

"Bother Stoneshield," said Selena.

"Well, he sent me up here to fetch ye. If ye don't
come down, he'll fail ye, and if I don't bring ye down,
then the scunner is going ta fail me. So are ye walkin'
down, or am I dragging ye?"

Selena looked at Hieronimo, laughed, then followed 
her down. Thorfin Stoneshield was sitting by a small 
campfire. He had dismissed his raptor, and was holding 
a piece of meat over the fire on a stick. Selena took a



short breath. Cullan was still nearby, busying himself
with she couldn't see what. Thorfin Stoneshield waved
at the girls. They sat down by the fire.

"Right lads. Can't wait for Rockwalker any longer,
we'll have to go on without him."

"What?" Selena gaped at him. "Just leave him?"

"Get on with the test, you stupid girl. If he isn't back
tomorrow, we hunt. What have I been tellin' ye about
interruptin' me? I said don't. So shut yer gob."
Stoneshield looked at Hieronimo. "Right Wildheart. yer
up. tell us what ye've been doin'. Where did ye go?"

Hieronimo swallowed. "East, Sir. Thought I'd try to
find Drywhisker Gorge. Commander here needed
someone to go to a farm to the East, and it was on the
way, so I went there first."

Stoneshield gave a deep sigh. "If there's a fence
round the animals, it isn't called 'hunting', Wildheart. It's
called 'farming'. Did ye do any hunting at all?"

Hieronimo looked at Stoneshield with a glint in her
eye.

"Aye sir, that I did."

"What then?"



Hieronimo reached into her pack, and dropped a
crude dagger in front of Stoneshield, decorated with
strange symbols.

"Orcs."

Thorfin Stoneshield stared at the weapon. "Ye've
been hunting... Orcs?"

"Suckered into it, really. Bloody woman needed
backup for a spy mission. Then before ye know it, she
turns into a bear and starts beating up everybody. So
Bjorn takes half, I manage to shoot a few, the rest stays
away. We drop in on this undead woman, drop her as
well and then we run 's fast as me little legs can carry
me back to her..." Hieronimo sneered. "Girlfriend. Glad
to be out of there, but it counts as hunting don't it?"

"I suppose. Though I'd have preferred ye to find
something useful. Orcs, can't skin 'em, can't eat 'em."

"Me too," said Hieronimo. "Stupid woman almost got
me killed."

"Live and learn. Right." Thorfin looked at Selena.
"What have you to report?"

"Well... I went East into the plains, and I caught a
raptor." Selena opened her pack, and produced the
raptor skin.



Thorfin nodded. "Well, not as showy as Wildheart
here, but I have ta admit, ye actually brought home
something useful. Oh, and that wee bunch o' jobbies
that followed ye home."

Selena looked at the ground. "He scares me. Glad
I'm here."

"What, him?" Thorfin laughed. "He's a bottle
merchant caught in a place that's too scary for 'em."

"There were three swordsmen come looking for him,"
said Selena. "He says he convinced them they had the
wrong man."

Selena looked round. A little way off, she could see
Cullan talking to the Goblin food merchant. She looked
back at Thorfin Stoneshield.

"I think he killed them."

Thorfin snorted. "Yer off yer rocker. Mr. Housekeeper
here, kill three swordsmen, with those wee steakies
he's got on his belt?"

Selena took a deep breath. "Four, actually. One of
them grabbed me and knocked me out."

Hieronimo grinned. "Oh come on. Look at him. Does
he look like the type that suddenly goes berserk and
kills hundreds?"



Selena looked again. She had to admit, Mr. Cullan
didn't exactly look dangerous. It wasn't even that he
looked like a weakling, it was his... his bearing. He
looked thoroughly out of place anywhere there might be
fighting to be done. The image of someone taking out
four armed men simply didn't fit the man standing
there, politely haggling with the Goblin over the
purchase of some supplies. But then, where did the
smear of blood come from? Had he simply cut himself
on something while putting her in her sleeping bag?
Selena frowned. Without her clothes on, no less. She
looked up again. Had she imagined that brief, fierce
light in his eyes? She shook her head.

"I suppose he doesn't."

 

It was early in the morning when someone shook
Selena awake. She opened her eyes to look into the
bearded face of Uncle Berrin. He had a large bandage
over one eye, and one on his hand. Evert was nowhere
to be seen. Selena sat up and wrapped her arms round
him.

"Uncle. You're back!"

"Aye, lass. I am. It's good to see ye."



Selena looked at Berrin. "What happened to you?
Oh... your eye!"

"Don't fash yerself, lass. Nothing wrong with the eye,
looks worse than it is, so to speak." Berrin looked over
his shoulder. "Your new friend's going ta take off the
bandage and do it proper."

"Oh," said Selena. "He's still here, is he?"

"Aye," said Berrin. "Looks like a nice bloke, even if
he's a bit of a tumshie. Shouldn't complain though."

Berrin patted Selena's shoulder, got up and walked
over to the fire, where Cullan was waiting with a bowl of
warm water. As Selena watched, Cullan removed the
field dressing, washed out the wound with warm water
and a cloth, then turned to Berrin.

"I think the cut isn't deep enough to warrant stitches,
Sir. I'll use a few butterfly stitches to keep the wound
closed, then use a normal Mageweave bandage to
protect it."

"Right," said Berrin. "Much obliged."

Cullan worked fast, without hesitation. Within a
minute, Berrin's head was neatly wrapped in
Mageweave, leaving both his eyes free.

"Thank ye, Mr. Cullan," said Berrin.



Thorfin Stoneshield came walking up, took one look
at Berrin and sneered.

"Well look what the cat dragged in! What have you
been doing, Rockwalker?"

Berrin took a deep breath. "Not enough, Mr.
Stoneshield. I thought I'd go North to the tunnel that
leads to the Hinterlands, maybe hunt up something
there."

"What, griffins? Bloody showoff."

"Ach, never mind that. Never got as far. I came by
one of the farmsteads in the North, the Dalbyries live
there. They're wont to sell travellers supplies, good
vittles, so to speak." Berrin looked at his feet, shook his
bearded head. "Well, they won't anymore. They're all
dead. Heads taken. Gone."

"Light Everlasting," said Thorfin. "Who'd do that?"

"Well, I found that out. Bunch of walkin' corpses 
spotted me as I tried to bury the poor bastards. Had to 
run for me life, dint quite make it." Berrin smiled grimly. 
"The scunners got Evert, me swine, but I got them. 
Three of them, at least. And then I ran out of bloody 
slugs. Axe work for the rest of them. One of 'em caught 
me a right ding on the head before I clocked him out, 
so to speak. None of them's goin' back to the heap of



filth they crawled out of."

"Good," said Thorfin. "Murdering bastards. Well, get
yerself some rest, it's back to Menethil tomorrow. From
there, we take the boat to Stormwind. Then, it's a
relaxin' ride south to Stranglethorn Vale, and then to
Booty Bay."

Cullan looked up at the mention of Stormwind.
"Pardon me, Sir. If you are heading for Stormwind, is
there any chance I could travel with you? Stormwind is
my current destination."

Selena slowly looked round to Mr. Cullan. She
wanted to say no, but in all honesty, she had no reason
to. Just dark, vague suspicions. Nothing she could
bring up. She closed her eyes.

"Why not," she said.

Gath'ilzogg opened his eyes, and looked up into a
small pink-skinned face. A Gnome was sitting on his
blankets. A small, sharp feeling under his chin warned
him against making sudden moves. He glared.

"You are a very lucky Orc," said Interalia.

"What do you want?"



"Most people would just have slit your throat by now.
Make 'em pay for burning down our nice farm. But me,
I'm not so hot-headed. I like to know first if I'm sticking
knives into the right guy."

"What pushdug of a farm are you talking about?"

Interalia sighed. "That's gratitude for you. Here I am,
giving the nice Orc every chance in the world to tell me
what by the rampaging Titans is going on, and what do
I get? He plays stupid." She bent forward a little. "I only
look nice, Big Green. I'm really a nasty little bitch. Start
talking or stop worrying about tomorrow."

"I know of the attack. They were not my Orc."

"Yeah right. Why should I believe that?"

Gath'ilzogg bared his teeth at the small Gnome
woman. "Why would I care whether you believe me or
not, little shrimp?"

"We-ell, I can take you out just by twitching. Most
people want to avoid that."

"I am already dead, little one. I died when I joined the
legions of the Horde."

"Oh, very brave. Very manly." Interalia's eyes 
narrowed. "But we both know, that's just so the family 
at home can start their mourning nice and early.



Soldiers don't live long on the front line. Better not get
your mother's hope up that you'll be coming back. But
you're not a frontline grunt are you? Look at you. Lord
of all you survey." Interalia moved the knife a fraction of
an inch. "Something tells me you're not willing to give it
all up when you can still talk me out of killing you."

"You miserable little krypdyr. I have given my word
not to attack your men. Do you think I would taint my
honour by sneaking up to that hovel of yours and
ripping your damned heads off? None of my Orc have
gone anywhere near you. Thus I have spoken, thus it
is."

"If not you, then who?"

Gath'ilzogg grinned. "Troops from Blackrock
mountain. Feel free to go there and whine."

"And what's gotten into their heads suddenly?"

"Heh. The Lich King is dead, and the Scourge is
running round like chickens with their heads cut off.
Which gives my friends at Blackrock Mountain the time
to deal with less important business. Like you."

Interalia sneered. "There's no need for that, Big
Green."

"A pity I cannot join the party. But it doesn't matter 
who oaths are given to, it matters who they are given



by. Are you done?"

Interalia got up and put away her dagger. "I suppose
so, for now."

Gath'ilzogg's arm swung round, making a grab for
the little Gnome woman. Interalia dodged easily, blew
Gath'ilzogg a kiss from across the room and vanished
into the shadows.

Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith was sitting in Sir
Gerrig's office. He'd had a good meal, a few hours'
sleep and one glass of red wine. Rested though he
was, it hadn't improved his mood. He sat opposite Sir
Gerrig with his face plied in a polite blank expression.

"Lieutenant, I have a job for you, if you are rested."

"Sir," said Joseph.

"With the Lich King dead, the balance of power is
shifting all over the place. Enemies have suddenly
vanished, which means hands better kept busy...
aren't. I have information that indicates that this is why
your farm was attacked."

Joseph merely nodded, said nothing.

"Before we can even think of starting to rebuild, we 
need the surrounding area to become stable once



more. We need to know more before we can determine
our strategy. That will take time."

Joseph cleared his throat. "Yes, Sir."

"I'm assuming that this sort of upheaval is not local to
Redridge, but has spread throughout Azeroth."

Joseph waited politely for Gerrig to continue. This
was going to be good.

"For that reason, I wish to cut short Lady Selena's
training, and bring her back home. I would like you to
take, let's say five men, and bring her home."

Joseph didn't move a muscle on his face. Oh
wonderful. Tracking across miles and miles of possibly
dangerous lands trailing a sulking young woman. He
looked at Sir Gerrig's face, to see if he was being
punished for something, but if so, it didn't show. He
sighed inwardly.

"Very well, Sir. Where is Lady Selena at the
moment?"

"My reports say that she has just completed a test in 
the Arathi highlands. She should be on her way back to 
Menethil, and from there she will travel to the South, 
into Stranglethorn Vale. Or rather, she would. I have 
already sent word to her in Menethil, to wait for you. 
You leave tomorrow. Please take only volunteers. It



might get dangerous."

 

Joseph stood in the middle of the function room,
looking round for volunteers for a trip to Menethil and
back. So far, he had three. Two men with swords, one
pike-wielding woman who had family in Menethil.

"Come on, people! Nobody else? I hear the tavern in
Menethil is especially famous for its clam chowder."

"And for its sunny weather," said one of the soldiers.
"Is there anything in it for us?"

"The satisfaction of serving Caer Bannog," said
Joseph. "And the undying gratitude of Sir Gerrig."

One of the soldiers started to laugh. "Say, Ronald,
didn't you have some of that?"

"Not any more, mate," said Ronald. "I spent it all on
fine wine and cigars."

Joseph shook his head. "Look, Gentlemen. This is a
cushy job. You get to go horse-riding through the nice
lands of Elwynn Forest, and Dun Morogh, famous for
its ales, with very little chance of people actually trying
to bash your head in. What's not to like?"

One of the soldiers raised a hand. "Oh, alright then. 
Sign me up. Though there better be a decent break in



Menethil."

"Thank you, said Joseph. One more?"

There was a small cough behind Joseph. Nægling
had finished her meditation and had walked up to see
what the excitement was all about.

"Lieutenant? What is going on?"

Joseph managed to look into Nægling's eyes, rather
than at the scar on her face. Well, perhaps...

"I am looking for volunteers to bring Lady Selena
home from Menethil. If you wish to come with us, I am
sure Sir Gerrig wouldn't mind."

"It would be an honour, Lieutenant," said Nægling.

"Silly woman," muttered Ronald.

 

"Oo-err, Missus!"

Interalia looked up at Nægling, who was standing in
the middle of their bedroom, clad in Caer Bannog plate
armour. A large two-handed sword was on her back,
and her helm was under her arm. The armourers did
not go in for shining armour. All their plate was a dull
black, with very thin lines showing the device of the
castle.



"Is that real plate armour? Somebody up there likes
you."

"Sir Gerrig was kind enough to lend me a suit."

"He should. Bird Chick is his little sister."

"I will do my very best to keep her safe," said
Nægling.

Interalia pointed between Nægling's eyes, frowning.

"And no sacrificing yourself damn you. You want to
get yourself killed, you're going to need permission
from me."

"I'll kill some other bugger instead," said Nægling,
smiling.

"That's the spirit," said Interalia.

 

It was early in the morning. Lieutenant Joseph and
his five volunteers sat mounted on their horses. The
drawbridge came down. The doors opened, and the
small group rode out. At the top of the gates, a small
Gnome woman stood, and watched them until they
disappeared in the distance.

"Come back safe, Nails," she said. "Or I'll kick your
butt."



Part 13: Puppy dog eyes

They were on the move again, heading South. 
Normally, Selena would be thrilled to go to such a 
strange place as the jungles of Stranglethorn Vale. As it 
was, she couldn't really work up the enthusiasm. She 
cast a quick glance over her shoulder. Mr. Cullan was 
running next to Stoneshield. If she'd hoped that he 
would be left behind, she would have been 
disappointed. He ran without effort, eyes turning this 
way and that, like he'd never seen grass before. His 
eyes fell on Selena, and he gave her what he probably 
thought was a 'friendly' smile. Selena looked away. 
Creep. She looked up at Hugin, who was gliding by that 
moment. With a grin on her face, Selena reached into 
her bag, fished out a bit of meat, then tossed it into the 
air. Hugin banked, dived down and snatched the meat 
out of the air. Stoneshield wasn't planning on any 
excitement today. Just get themselves to Menethil, then 
jump on the boat to Stormwind. Then, at least, they'd 
be allowed to ride horses all the way to the south of the 
Eastern Kingdoms. Selena was looking forward to it. 
They would be real horses, not the magical constructs



that were getting all too common these days. Hugin
passed by again, and Selena felt a pang of guilt. She
reached into her feed bag again, tossed up another bit
of meat. Hugin grabbed it, swallowed it, and with
powerful wing-strokes made her way ahead, up into the
sky.

She looked round to find that Cullan was running
next to her. She looked up to him, then ahead again.

"That is a magnificent bird, Lady," said Cullan. "I
have not seen its likes before. What kind is it?"

"Windroc, from Nagrand," said Selena.

"Nagrand?" Cullan shook his head. "Pardon my
ignorance, Lady. I do not know that place. Where in the
Eastern kingdoms is that?"

"Outland," said Selena. "Where the Draenei come
from."

Cullan looked puzzled. "Dareni?"

"Yes."

"And... is your bird from that species?"

Selena's eyes turned to Cullan. "Have you ever seen
a Draenei?"

"I'm afraid not, Lady. They must be great birds
indeed."



"They're people! They have blue skin, and horns on
their heads, and walk on hooves."

Cullan stared at Selena. "Horns... Hooves... Do you
mean they are demon-kind?"

"No! They're... friends!"

Cullan closed his eyes briefly. "I'm sorry Lady. I
meant no offence. I have never been outside Gilneas
before maybe two weeks ago. I have never heard of
Dren..."

"Dren-eye," said Selena.

"Draenei," repeated Cullan. "Gilneas is a rather
private place. King Genn Greymane has built the Wall,
and crossing it is not encouraged."

"How did you get out, then?"

"I had some help," said Cullan. "A very good friend
let me out. It is easier to arrange leaving than it is to
arrange to enter Gilneas."

"It's a Human place, isn't it? I heard they ducked out
of the Alliance a few years back."

"More than twenty years ago, Lady. I was a small 
boy, and I remember us having to move to build the 
wall." Cullan looked miles away. "Gilneas is a glorious 
place. Light's Dawn Cathedral in the middle of the city



is a marvel of architecture. It is surrounded by water,
the four canals streaming past it. In the surrounding
lands are woods, containing the best of game for our
hunters. Farms, where our farmers grow the food to
feed the people, fisheries, even a mine. Gilneas steel
has no equal in this world, and we are truly blessed that
the Earth renders it to us. Our wizards and scientists
work ceaselessly, probing, gaining knowledge of both
the arcane and the natural world. Gilneas is truly a
world in itself. What we need, we make ourselves. It is
a very good place to live."

"So why leave?"

Cullan took a slow, deep breath.

"My employer, and his family, were murdered in a
most brutal manner. I..." Cullan hesitated a moment. "I
was not there when it happened, but I could not give an
account of my whereabouts. Suspicion fell on me. After
that, no Lord would employ me."

"So that's why those men were after you, then."

"Yes, Lady," said Cullan.

Selena looked carefully at Cullan's face.

"No time to equip for a trip in the wild?"



"No, Lady." Cullan lifted a bandolier on his chest.
"Though I was able to purchase this set of throwing
knives at Refuge Pointe. I doubt if I could have hunted
anything four-legged with them, but at least I have
some skill with throwing weapons, and none with a
bow."

Selena's smile froze on her face and she looked
away. They could get to Menethil quickly, couldn't
they?

They ran on.

Smitty leaned on the railing of the sailing ship that 
was taking him and his merry band of willing volunteers 
to Menethil Harbour. It was not the normal route for the 
ferry, but Sir Gerrig had managed to find a few other 
people who were also travelling to Menethil, and struck 
a deal with them. Smitty liked boats, and it was easier 
than riding all the way through Elwynn Forest, up 
through Dun Morogh, and then through the wetlands. 
There was a noise next to him. Oh dear. One of the 
men was not going to enjoy the trip. He was hanging 
over the side, face the colour of an Orc's. One of the 
sailors, a tall Night-elf woman, unceremoniously 
grabbed the man by his collar and dragged him to the



lee side of the vessel, muttering about who was going
to be hanging over the side to clean up the mess. The
soldier was beyond caring. He took one look at the
rolling sea, and hung over the railing. The Night-elf
patted his back reassuringly, then went about her work.

Smitty looked round at the sound of footsteps behind
him, and saw that Paladin Nægling had joined him. She
had stowed away her armour, and was wearing simple
white robes. Smitty nodded at her.

"Sister Nægling."

"Lieutenant," said Nægling.

Smitty noticed the slight lisp, caused, no doubt, by
her injuries. He tried to imagine what she would have
looked like without the dark, ugly scar on her cheek. He
had glanced her in passing, in her underwear, as she
was changing out of her armour. On a small boat like
this, there was no room for modesty. Even when there
was, men and women used the same facilities. Soldiers
soon learnt not to stare at each other, nor to flaunt their
bodies. Even so, Smitty couldn't help giving Nægling a
second look before moving on. People said that she
was lucky to be alive. Smitty looked into her eyes.
While there was no denying she had been lucky, any
luck was eclipsed by willpower wrought of steel.



There was a noise above them, of the ship's single
lateen sail flapping in the stiff breeze. Nægling looked
up at the sail, then back at the Night-elf at the helm,
who pulled the yoke towards him, turning the ship
leewards. The sail stopped flapping, and the ship sailed
on, slowly climbing on the waves, then falling down with
a mighty crash.

"She's close to the wind," said Smitty.

"It is always tempting to see how close you can sail,"
said Nægling.

"Have you ever sailed?"

"Just small boats. My grandfather was a sailor. He
would take me sailing sometimes when I was a young
girl. He could tell the most wonderfully outrageous lies
about his work."

Smitty looked up at the sail. "It's almost like magic.
There's no good reason why a boat should go forward,
simply because the sail is the shape it is. And still, it
does. Even against the wind."

"Not as fast as this boat would go with the wind
abeam. They're fastest that way."

"We'll be turning East soon. Hopefully, Lady Selena
will be at Menethil when we arrive. This ship won't wait
more than a day in port."



Nægling looked round at Smitty. "I heard that you
and Lady Selena were... involved. Yet, it seems you
are not looking forward to meeting her."

"Only in her mind, Sister Nægling. A passing notion,
about a simple soldier. It could never be. I would expect
she has put the matter behind her now." Smitty paused,
looking out over the sea. "I hope she has."

"It might complicate the mission."

"Quite."

"Excuse me Sir, Lady."

The Night-elf sailor walked up, and they stepped
aside to watch her untie one of the sheets. With one
eye on the sail, another on the helmsman, she slowly
let it slip till the helmsman raised a hand. She tied it up
with the ease of long practice, nodded at the
passengers and walked off. The ship picked up speed,
heading North along the Dun Morogh coast.

Hieronimo pointed forward, and called back:
"Bridge!"

"Ah." Thorfin Stoneshield walked up, nodded. "Right, 
lads. Thandol Span. Across the Bridge of Size is Dun 
Modr. Used to be a nest of Dark Iron. Wonder if they're



still there."

Berrin pulled out his shotgun, checked it and slung it
on his back again. "There's always too many Dark Iron,
and too many Undead."

"No time for playing," said Stoneshield. "Got to get
you lot into Stranglethorn. Now that is a real place for
hunters. Anyway, Rockwalker, don't most hunters have
pets?"

Berrin scratched under the bandage on his head,
made a gruff noise. He stood up, and raised his hands,
palms upwards. He closed his eyes in deep
concentration and magic started to flow. The ground
around him glowed like dewdrops made of light. They
rose up, swirled round Berrin, then converged on a spot
in front of him, turning faster, blurring, suddenly shining
blindingly bright. When they blinked, Evert the swine
stood before Berrin. Berrin fed him a few apples from
his bag, then looked up at Stoneshield.

"Are we goin' to cross that soddin' excuse for a
bridge or what?"

Stoneshield stood up, took a deep breath and
whistled. His raptor appeared like a breeze of wind
turned solid.



"Get ready, lads! No sayin' what's goin' ta be on the
other end." He looked at Cullan, who was standing a
few yards off with a phlegmatic expression on his face.
"Just try to stay out of trouble, Mr. Cullan. Leave the
fightin' to the hunters."

"As you wish, Sir."

 

With pets out, weapons in hand, and grim faces, four
hunters and one butler crossed the surviving half of the
bridge over Thandol Span. With all their senses
sharpened, they walked down the road that led past
Dun Modr, and eventually to Dun Algaz. Berrin, who
was walking on their right flank, stopped, looked, raised
a fist. In the distance, there was the unmistakable
sound of gunfire.

"Trouble," said Berrin.

"No kidding," said Stoneshield.

"Are we going to check it out?" Hieronimo's eyes
gleamed with a fierce light. "Could be Dwarves in
trouble there."

"Aye," said Stoneshield. "There's a mate of mine, got
stationed here. I ain't said hello to him in a month of
Mondays."



Selena and Hieronimo looked at each other, took
deep breaths. Their stomachs tightened.

"R-ready," said Selena.

"Let's go," said Stoneshield.

They ran, pets first, guns and bow out, towards the
sound of battle. They saw soon enough. Four Dwarves
were hiding behind a barricade, firing on metal-clad
dwarves who were slowly gaining the advantage.

"Attack!" Stoneshield's raptor ran out towards the
Dwarves, followed by Bjorn, Hugin and Evert.
Stoneshield yelled the order to fire. The Dark Iron
Dwarves noticed their arrival. Short, broad-shouldered
iron-clad men, wielding battle-axes and maces. One of
them pointed at their small group of hunters, and
shouted.

 

Selena watched them turn towards her, and charge. 
In a splintered second, Selena understood. Knew that 
they were enemies, and that either the Dwarves, or 
she, would not see the sun set on this day. These 
Dwarves would not rest until she was dead, her body 
crushed and hacked to pieces, or until the Dwarves 
themselves were slain. She felt afraid, could look at 
herself being afraid, but then, she found she had



already put the fear to one side. She pulled an arrow
out of her quiver, saw that the only gap in their armour
was the Dwarfs' faces, aimed, and fired. A tiny fraction
of her mind marvelled at this supreme calm. Not even
the sight of a Dark Iron Dwarf falling to his knees,
pulling her arrow out of his eye, then collapsing, could
break her trance. Not even the Dark Iron commander
yelling, pointing at them, ordering more of his men to
attack them, broke Selena's intense concentration.
Without even a spoken word, she directed Hugin from
one mark to another until the Dark Iron came close to
her. She pulled out her staff, and fended off the Dwarf's
attacks, until Bjorn the bear leapt on him. Selena
leaped backwards, dropped her staff and resumed her
shooting until she reached for another arrow and her
quiver was empty. There was one enemy left. Thorfin
Stoneshield leapt onto his back, grabbed his head and
with a great shout broke his neck.

All, suddenly, was quiet. The wind had stopped, and
all they heard was the ringing of the last few shots in
their ears. They looked round, to see everyone was
upright. Hieronimo grinned at Selena, raised her arm.
Selena slapped her hand.

Berrin walked up. "Anyone hurt?"



"I'm fine," said Selena.

"Fell on my butt," said Hieronimo. "Nothing hurt but
me pride."

"Where's Mr. Cullan?" said Berrin.

Everybody looked round. Mr. Cullan was nowhere to
be seen. Selena closed her eyes and cast her detection
spells. Some fifty yards off, there was a strange,
flickering speck of Light. Selena picked up her staff,
and ran. She found Cullan curled up on the ground. He
had drawn both his daggers, gripping them with white
knuckles. He was making a strange, humming sound.
His eyes were tightly shut. Selena kneeled by him, put
her hand on his shoulder.

"Are you alright, Mr. Cullan?"

Cullan looked up, opened his eyes wide, and bared
his teeth.

"Stay away from me!"

Selena leapt back, fell down on her bottom. Cullan's
eyes had changed. They had been normal, grey-blue.
Now, they were completely blue, and they shone with a
terrifying light. He went back to the strange humming
Selena had heard before, almost... almost a melody.
He rocked back and forth, not listening, not seeing.



Selena took a deep breath, meaning to scream. But
then, Hieronimo, Berrin and Stoneshield came up.
Cullan slowly stopped shaking and opened his eyes.
Selena swallowed. They had returned to normal. She
quickly looked at the faces of her fellow hunters. None
of them had seen anything. Cullan put away his
daggers, looked at his feet, then slowly got up.

"Well, Mr. Cullan," said Stoneshield. "Ye certainly
took it to heart when I said 'stay out of trouble'. Not a
fighter, are ye?"

"I am afraid not, Sir," said Cullan, in an unsteady
voice. "I find it most... most distressing."

Selena stared. She wanted to scream at her
companions. He's got mad eyes! He's not what he
seems to be! He's not... not Human! She gave Cullan a
long, hard look. They'd think she'd gone mad. Please.
Please. Let's get to Menethil quickly, and we can ditch
him.

 

"Rhag, ye big slacker! Can't take care of a few wee
Dark Irons?"

Rhag Garmason, one of the Dwarves behind the
barrier when the Dark Iron Dwarves charged, slowly got
up and walked up to Thorfin.



"Ye gods Stoneshield," said Rhag. "Look who's
talking! Who's the lazy git who's livin' it up in the big
city? Great outdoors too uncomfortable for ye?"

"Don't start," said Thorfin. "I just got relegated to
draggin' these beginners around. Gettin' paid for
whipping them into shape."

Rhag looked at Hieronimo, and grinned. "Well, at
least one of them is pretty."

Hieronimo gave Rhag a brilliant smile. "Ach, yer nice!
So good of ye ta notice. I also saved yer hairy butt from
those Dark Irons, by the way."

"Pretty, and talented."

Berrin coughed. "And too young for the kind o' thing
you have in mind."

Rhag laughed. "Well come back in five years, lassie.
I'll show ye how to enjoy yerself!"

Thorfin Stoneshield gave him a nasty grin. "Aye. We
know where to find ye. Right here, shootin' at the poor
wee Dark Irons."

"It's a noble cause," said Rhag. "Don't knock it."

Cullan ran behind Mr. Stoneshield the Dwarf. So 
now, everybody thought he was a coward. He didn't



mind. He had only just managed to keep himself from
Changing in the fight, and his True Form, he wanted to
keep from being seen as long as he could. So far, it
had brought him nothing but trouble. Admittedly, it had
served to get him out of a tight spot or two, but without
it, he would not have been in those tight spots in the
first place. Just stay out of trouble, and he could settle
down somewhere safe, perhaps find employ with a
Stormwind lord who needed someone to run his house
for him, and never Change again.

His eyes strayed to Lady Selena. She was avoiding 
his gaze, and always made sure she was at the other 
end of the group from him. She knew. How much she 
knew, Cullan could not say, but she must have seen 
something. What whould she think of it? Worgen were 
known only in Gilneas. Her imagination must be 
running wild, and there wasn't a thing he could do 
about it. Perhaps it would be best if he would not be on 
the same ship to Stormwind as she. He looked at her 
again, just as she was looking in his direction. Lady 
Selena quickly looked forward. Her distrust stung him, 
though he could hardly blame her. The story about his 
pursuers was the flimsiest of lies, even though he had 
not actually said anything that was untrue. And now



she was afraid of him, with good reason. Good people
were dying because of him. Some kind of side-dish to
the curse of this Beast that now dwelt within him, hiding
just beneath his skin, waiting. As he ran, faces
appeared to his mind's eye. Desperate, angry, scared
faces of those he had hurt. Men, who were simply
doing their job, hunting someone they thought was a
dangerous criminal. And now Lady Selena's face, large
blue eyes staring at him in fear of what he might do to
her. Still, how could he reassure her? There was
nothing he could say that she would believe.

Trust. That was the thing, now that he came to think
of it, that he missed most. His Lord and Lady in Gilneas
had trusted him implicitly. He could have, had, walked
into Lady Jane's bedroom after her morning bath, held
up a towel for her, helped her select her clothes for the
day, without looking at anything but her eyes. They had
trusted him with their money, with the lives of their very
children, and never in all those years had he done
anything to break that trust.

It was early in the afternoon. The children, Michael 
and Joanne, would be coming home to lunch from 
school. Lady Jane made it a point always to make them 
their sandwiches herself, even though the maids could



do it much quicker. So slices of bread, cheese, and
chopped cucumber would be set in the morning room,
and Lady Jane would assemble them. Watching her
with the children more than made up for the trouble.

And then, on a simple errand to the dockyard for 
some fish, he had been attacked by a dog. It was a 
larger dog than usual, and not one of the Gilnean 
hunting hounds, but some kind of mongrel. A few good 
hard kicks had seen the creature off. The glancing bite 
seemed far less serious than the damage to his rather 
nice butler's outfit. If only he had known. He'd put some 
tincture on the bite, wrapped it up in a bandage and 
gone about his duties. He had felt slightly nauseous, 
but dismissed the feeling from his mind as he had work 
to do. That night, he dreamt. Strange, unusual dreams, 
not simply images, but smells. Smells he had never 
encountered before, but instantly recognised. Blood. 
The sweat of prey, running from him. Fear. He'd dreamt 
of hunger. He had never been hungry in his dreams 
before, but now, the urge to feed was overwhelming. 
His territory was rich. Rich with creatures that borrowed 
their lives from him, walking round until he required 
their flesh, their heartbeat, to feed himself. He had 
taken them. Taken them all. Lady Jane had died



pushing her children behind her, pleading with him not
to hurt them. And then the children, too, had died. It
had been so easy. His new claws, his new fangs, were
the perfect tools for slaughter. Their bodies, still warm,
limbs twitching though they were already dead. Food.

The music of the Ritual hit Cullan, like the blast of a
hundred trumpets, playing in perfect unison. He
stumbled as his shoulders hunched, and his hands
closed in white-knuckled fists. Though he tried to keep
silent, a small gasp escaped him. The Dwarf girl who
ran next to him looked up, a worried look on her face.

"Are ye right, Mr. Cullan?"

Cullan took a deep breath, as the melody settled
down in his mind. One more lie. It would make no
difference.

"I'm quite alright, Ma'am. Thank you for asking."

The small ship found its way to the docks in Menethil 
Harbour. The sail was let down, and the ship was made 
fast to the docks. Smitty stepped off the boat, and did a 
quick count to see if he'd left anyone behind. The 
sea-sick swordsman was on his knees. He would have 
wrapped his arms round the world if he could have.



Paladin Nægling, once more in her blackened armour,
put a hand on his shoulder and told him to buck up.
Smitty waved at the Captain, and walked towards town,
the swaying motion of the ship still lingering in his legs.
He had exactly forty-eight hours to find Lady Selena,
and get her on board. If he was later than that, the ship
would sail, and they'd have to make their own way
home.

They walked into the inn. Lady Selena of Caer
Bannog had not been seen there for a week. She and
her Dwarven companions had made for the Arathi
Highlands, for further training and tests, so Smitty
heaved a great sigh, and sent one of the men to inquire
after horses. An hour later, they were all mounted and
riding East along the road. As they rode, it started to
rain.

 

Selena ran along the road to the West, making for 
Menethil Harbour, as fast as they could. 'As fast as 
they could' meant that they were taking turns using a 
Hunter's skill called Aspect of the Pack. Hunters had 
many aspects, for various situations. Extra focus for 
shooting. Restoring themselves while in combat. Just 
what an Aspect actually was, was difficult to explain.



They were named after animals, and you had to put
your mind inside the mind of, say, a Hawk, or a
Cheetah. The Aspect of the Pack they were using now,
conjured up the image of a pack of wolves, following
their leader, hot on a trail. Hieronimo was in front at the
moment, putting wings on their feet, even for... Selena
looked over her shoulder. Him. He was running along
without any sign of tiring. Were simple household
servants supposed to do that? Quartermaster back at
the Caer was, as he put it, as tough as an old boot, but
he used to be in the army. Where had this man
trained? Where in Azeroth did they teach you
knife-throwing? It started to rain. Typical.

"Your cloak, Lady?"

Selena jumped. Cullan was running next to her, with
her nice green cloak in his hands. How'd he gotten hold
of that? Selena sneered at him as she took it from him
and pulled it on as she ran.

"You left it on the ground after the fight, Lady," said
Cullan. "I thought I'd bring it. You seemed to be
otherwise occupied at the time."

"Yeah," said Selena. "Trying not to get killed. That
sort of grabs you." She gave Cullan a sidelong look.
"Makes you forget about other things."



"Quite," said Cullan. "You are the last person I would
like to see come to harm."

Selena swallowed. "I... I don't want to talk about it.
Don't even want to think about it."

"As you wish, my Lady. This road to Menethil does
seem to stretch on, doesn't it? How long would you
guess we still have to run?"

"Miles," said Selena. "Miles and miles of wet swamp.
Filled with Lightless crocolisks."

"I..." Cullan looked round. "That is most
disconcerting, Lady. I hear a Crocolisk is one of the few
animals that can devour a Human whole."

Selena simply nodded, not daring herself to speak.
The words 'get rid of the body' rolled round in her head.

There was a shout from Thorfin Stoneshield. "Oi!
Caerbannog! Your turn to run point!"

"Thank you, Sir!" Selena ran to the front of the group,
concentrated and assumed the aspect of a wolf. With
its tail between its legs, and something very nasty
behind it.

 

Smitty's horse ran along the road to the East, 
heading for Arathi. The obvious place to make for was



Refuge Pointe, the military camp right in the middle of
the Arathi Highlands. The Sun briefly showed herself
behind the clouds, already high in the sky. It'd be
doubtful if he'd make it, and back again, before the ship
sailed. Smitty hoped Lady Selena would be on this
road, heading back to Menethil. He wanted this mission
to be over, quickly. The rain clattered on his helm, and
he imagined it starting to rust already. He looked round.
Sister Nægling was riding next to him. The rest of the
soldiers rode behind, resigned expressions on their
faces. Nægling suddenly sat up straight, looking round
with more than her eyesight. She frowned, as though
she'd seen something she didn't like.

"Is anything the matter, Sister?"

Nægling didn't answer immediately. "I don't know. I
think I... smelt, or sensed something. Something ugly.
But it's gone now, and I can't be sure what it was."

"What do you think it was?"

Nægling shook her head. "Something that is against
the Light. An uncomfortable feeling. I can't be more
specific."

"Hmm. Well, let's be watchful, then."

"By your command," said Nægling.

 



Selena ran, trying not to think. Running was
wonderful. Just making her legs move fast, feet
splashing in puddles, eating up the miles, getting to
Menethil. Menethil was civilisation. Menethil was other
people. Menethil was safe. Safe from this madman,
who was planning to kill her and feed her dead body to
the crocolisks, before anyone could realise. None of
her friends knew. Knew what this harmless-looking
coward was really capable of. He'd kill them all if he
had to, and get away with it too. She couldn't warn
them, they'd think she was mad! And if she tried, he'd
make his move. Throw his knives at her. Laugh as she
lay there, bleeding to death. Drag her over into the
swamp, never to be seen again. If only she could get to
Menethil before...

"Look out!" There was a great shout from Berrin.

A sudden, foul stench hit Selena's nose, made her
retch. She stumbled to a halt, dazed. She looked round
blearily, took a deep breath and screamed. All round
her, things moved. Dead bodies, rotting flesh hanging
on to bare bones. Swords were in their hands. There
were dozens of them, moving towards them, lurching,
crawling.



"Forsaken!" Thorfin Stoneshield sent his raptor into
the group of undead. His fists battered any of the
enemy that came close to him. "Attack! Attack! For
Khaz Modan!"

Selena shook herself. The enemies were already too
close for shooting it would be hand to hand all the way
must not get hit defend evade Aspect of the Monkey!
She thought of the agile, fluid motions of the monkey as
it fought, rolled with every punch, always jumped up
again, laughing.

"Go for the necks!" Berrin yelled, brandishing his axe
as Evert squealed,charging into the enemies.

Hieronimo's bear Bjorn roared, swiped at the 
enemies with his big claws. He seemed to have grown, 
and in his anger, he was frightening to see. It made 
Selena feel glad to have him on their side. Selena 
rolled to the ground, dodging the sword of one of the 
skeletons, then was on her feet again and in the same 
movement struck out, fast at the enemy's neck. The 
iron shodding of her staff crunched into the vertebrae, 
and the un-creature's head sagged. Something moved 
behind her. She ducked again, and the sword-stroke 
aimed for her mid-section glanced off the longbow on 
her back, snapping it in two. Selena screamed, and



Hugin fell from the sky, tearing at her enemy, ripping it
to pieces. Another one raised its sword, slashed down
at her. She could feel it snagging at her clothes as she
rolled out of the way, once, twice, then leapt to her feet,
struck out at the bare bones of its wrist, breaking it. The
sword fell to the ground.

"Up the hill! Get them in front of us!"

Selena ran with her fellow hunters, up the hill next to
the road. There, on the high ground, they turned round
to face their attackers. Selena gasped for breath. Only
four of them, and their pets. There were at least fifty
Undead, crawling, creeping towards them. Evil lights
burnt in their empty eye-sockets. Selena raised her
staff, and screamed at them, yelling defiance to keep
her heart from breaking.

"Die! Die, you monsters!"

 

"Undead!"

Smitty looked at Nægling. Her face had changed.
Her eyes burnt with a fiery glow. Her hand went to her
two-handed sword, and with a swish, she drew it, and
spurred on her horse. A pure, blinding white light shone
from Nægling's body as she galopped ahead. Smitty
kicked his horse, drew his own sword.



"Attack!"

All the men charged forward, but nobody even came
close to overtaking Nægling. Like a lightning bolt, she
sped towards a writhing mass of bodies. Smitty looked
up at what they were making for. He took a quick
breath, seeing a mane of straw-blonde hair. Selena
was fighting off the Undead, her bird tearing into them,
beak and talon.

"Up the hill! Protect lady Selena!"

The soldiers turned their horses, and charged
forward.

 

A little way away, on a hill, sun in his back, 
Cuchullainn stood. His blue gleaming eyes watched the 
carnage below, and one of his throwing knives was in 
his hand. The Lady, kind bringer of food, must not be 
harmed, but he must not be seen. The edge of his knife 
was sticky with poison. The vermin below were not 
worth hunting. Their flesh was rotten, and he'd vomit it 
out if he ate it. One of them approached the Lady from 
behind. Cuchullainn raised his arm, threw the knife. 
Cuchullainn never missed. The creature twitched, 
poison burning it from within. It was not the way of the 
Beast, to fight like this, but he must not be seen. The



Lady would not understand.

Cuchullainn's eyes turned to the newcomers. Simple.
Brutes. No subtlety to their fighting. Still, they killed.
Good. One of them, he watched with more interest. The
shining one. The angry one. A grin appeared on
Cuchullainn's large jaws. A Beast dwelt within her as
well, though she had no True Form. It raised his heart
to see her in her slaughter, and he wished he could be
with her.

Another enemy approached the Lady. He wanted to
tear it to bits with claws and steel, but he could not. No
matter. His blade would come to them.

 

The last of them fell. The sound of steel on steel,
steel on bone, screams, fell silent. Nægling pulled off
her helm and dropped it. She drove the tip of her sword
into the ground, and kneeled, hands on the hilt, her
head bowed in a prayer of thanks. Smitty looked round.

"Everybody alright?"

Slowly, Dwarves and Humans moved up, checking
their arms and legs and heads to see if they were still
there. Some of them looked like they'd need bandages,
but nobody seemed to be irrepairably harmed.



"Right," said Smitty, turning round. And that was all
he said for a while as a young woman came hurtling
towards him, blonde hair flying in the wind, and nearly
knocked him over as she wrapped her arms round him.
head against his chest. She sobbed.

"Joseph... I'm so glad to see you."

Smitty looked down on Selena's face, and she
opened her eyes, looking up at him.

"Um..."

Selena closed her eyes and put her cheek on his
shoulder.

"I know, right? Just... Just hold me for a while." She
sniffed. "I can make that an order if you like."

Smitty took a deep breath, and put his arms round
Selena's shoulders. Nægling came walking up, helm
under an arm, cleaning the filth off her sword. Was
there such a thing as an Aura of Amusement? Bloody
pallies.

Soldiers were picking through the piles of bodies,
looking for loot. Some of the undead had been carrying
nice swords, which were gratefully accepted.

"Hey, look at this!"



The pike-wielding woman had levered up one of the
Undead, and pulled out a throwing knife.

"Do we have a shooter in the party?"

"Careful with that," said another soldier. "There's a
reason why he only had to hit 'em once."

"Yechh," said the pike woman, dropping the knife.
"Rogues?"

Selena looked up. She didn't want to say it, but she
had to.

"That's one of Cullan's knives."

Smitty let go of her, and raised his eyebrows.

"Who's Cullan?"

"He followed us here," said Selena.

"Well, Lady," said one of the soldiers, "He did drop a
few of those corpses for you. Better see if he's alright."

Smitty looked at the Sun. "We cannot wait too long,
though. We need to make it to the boat in time."

"Boat?" said Selena. "What boat?"

"We have been attacked, Lady," said Smitty. "Sir
Gerrig wishes you to come home to the safety of the
castle. With the death of the Lich King, these lands
have become more dangerous."

"But... I haven't finished my training yet!"



Thorfin Stoneshield snorted. "Nobody ever finishes
their training, lad. Until they die."

"A ship is waiting to take us to Stormwind," said
Smitty. "I can offer anyone here passage, if they want.
If we're quick enough."

Nægling put her helm back on, and sheathed her
sword. "What about Mr. Cullan, though? He may have
run into trouble with more Undead."

Leave him, Selena wanted to say, but she couldn't.

"We've got horses enough for everyone," said Smitty,
"if a few of the lighter people share."

"I can go and find Mr. Cullan," said Nægling. "And
make it to Menethil in time. I can give up my horse, as I
have my own. These Undead do not frighten me. If I
am late for the boat, I can travel back to the castle on
my own."

"Very well, Sister Nægling. Good hunting, and thank
you. Everybody else, find a horse. We haven't much
time."

They rode off. Lady Selena had said nothing, but
jumped up behind Smitty before he could have said
anything. Smitty sighed. What would he have said,
anyway?



 

It didn't take Nægling long. She found a dark-haired
man sitting on a small hill, watching her as she came
up. He nodded at her.

"Good afternoon, Ma'am."

"Greetings. Mr. Cullan, I presume?"

"Indeed."

"Are you hurt?"

"No Ma'am. I am quite alright. Allow me to
compliment you on your fighting. It was most
impressive."

"Thank you. Why did you not come down when the
battle was over?"

Cullan sighed. "I believe Lady Selena has all the
company she needs. She does not require mine. In
fact, I believe she will be happier without it."

Nægling looked at Cullan's face, polite, calm.

"Why would this be so?"

Cullan looked out over the Wetlands. The Sun had
come out, and shone on still pools of water. He looked
back at Nægling.

"Could I persuade you to tell Lady Selena that you
arrived here only to find my dead body?"



"That would be a lie," said Nægling. "I am not in the
habit of lying to my fellow adventurers."

Cullan's eyes gleamed at her. "Not even in a good
cause?"

"Not even then. Why would you want me to?"

Cullan looked at his feet. It was so delightfully quiet
here. Nothing to hear except the slight rush of the wind
and the chiming of the melody in his mind.

"Lady Selena suspects me of... unkind intentions
towards her. Unwarranted, I assure you, but
nonetheless, the air is not clear."

Nægling's eyes looked into Cullan's. "Your knives
struck mostly those Undead that were close to Lady
Selena."

"Yes."

"Surely, she will appreciate that?"

"Maybe," said Cullan. "But her suspicions run deeper
than that."

"What is it, that arouses these suspicions? Your
weapons are those of a Rogue. Are there evil deeds in
your past, that Lady Selena knows about?"

Cullan said nothing.



"Mr. Cullan, several Rogues are friends of mine. You
do not strike me as an evil man. Will you come with me,
to Menethil and Stormwind?"

"What if I do not want to?"

"Then I will leave alone, and report such to
Lieutenant Smith." Nægling looked round. "These lands
are not safe, though. You may come to grief trying to
travel on your own."

"A true word, Ma'am."

"Shall we travel to Menethil together, at least? We
may profit from each other's protection."

Cullan laughed. "Ma'am, I am a coward, and no good
in a fight, as any of my companions will tell you. You
may be coming off worst in the exchange."

"You may surprise yourself yet, Mr. Cullan."

Cullan got to his feet, brushed the dirt off his
trousers.

"Very well, then. Lead on, and if by life or death I can
help you, I will."



Part 14: Sailing, sailing, into the West

"Like a little hook, but very thin."

"Um... How thin?"

"Could you make fishhooks?"

"Yes, we do. So you want a fish hook?"

"Yeah, but... straightened out, except for the barb on
the end."

The blacksmith scratched his head, and looked at the
Gnome woman.

"Well, I suppose I could, but what do you want it for?"

Interalia pulled a wooden box from her pocket.

"To get this open. I've almost got it, but my pick
keeps slipping."

"Hmm. I can get that open for you, no problem."

"I can drop it from the tower. That's not the point. I
have to pick the damn lock."

"Uh... why?"

"Because I promised the Gnome who made it a
Favour if I couldn't."

The blacksmith gave Interalia a filthy grin. "Heh. And
you don't want to?"



"Pf. Maybe I do, maybe I don't. I just want to get the
damn thing open."

"Well, I'll see what I can do for you. I think I have
some steel wire lying about the place. That ought to do
it."

"Thanks."

 

Interalia crept forward, to Stonewatch Tower, head
quarters of the Blackrock Orcs. She wasn't supposed to
be here, but the rules of the land don't apply to spies.
Regardless of what their masters had promised not to
do, in they went. Naturally, the other half of that law,
where you do not mistreat soldiers who have
surrendered, also didn't apply. Getting caught was a
wonderful opportunity for the Orcs to recall how many
ways they knew to cause a lot of pain to a small
woman. 'Surprisingly many', was the answer, and
Interalia had no intention of finding out more than that.

She hid herself in a dark spot. All round her, Orcish 
grunts marched to and fro, on business of their own. 
Drill sergeants urged them on, singing marching songs 
that Interalia didn't understand. There certainly were 
more of them than there once were. Better trained, too. 
Bigger. Stronger. She doubted that the Caer Bannog lot



could get away today with a raid like they'd had a while
back when Gath'ilzogg's brother was still in charge.
Jheren Gath'ilzogg was not a fool by anyone's
standards, least of all his imbecile of a brother, now
deceased.

Interalia clambered up to the window to Gath'ilzogg's
bedroom, checked with her mirror to see if anyone was
in, then climbed inside. Gath'ilzogg was a bit of a night
owl, and would often prowl the corridors of the Tower
when sleep wouldn't come. Always useful to know.
Since her last visit, they'd put some traps in the room.
Trip-wires. A latch on the window that would shoot an
arrow at her if she were drunk enough to miss it. Aww,
how sweet of them to think of her. She'd fixed the
trip-wires, and blocked the latch with a few splinters of
wood. She checked. The splinters were still there.
Good.

She made her way to Gath'ilzogg's work room. She 
could hear voices inside, speaking Orcish, of course. 
She must really ask Scribble Man for a few pointers in 
Orcish. As it was, she could only tell that Big Green 
was clearly annoyed with something, and that the 
other, either Elf or Human, was laughing at him. 
Interalia sighed. Would be so nice to know what the hell



they were talking about.

There was a crash inside, and the door opened. A
tall, lean Human came flying out of the room and
crashed into the wall right next to Interalia. His dark
blue and purple robes fell over her.

Oh crap.

Interalia took a quick breath, and with inspired speed 
sprinted down the corridor. A dark, shadowy bolt of fire 
glanced her arm, and she gasped for air. She turned a 
corner, spotted a window and leapt, feet first. Shards of 
glass cut her as she sailed through, and landed on her 
feet outside. All round her, Orcs stopped and watched, 
gaping at her, trying to work out what the hell was 
going on. Hesitation was for Rogues with death wishes. 
Interalia reached into her pocket, pulled out a smoke 
bomb and in one fluid motion threw it on the floor. The 
courtyard turned into one big soup of smoke, and 
Interalia pulled out the goggles she'd permanently 
borrowed from Nix. Using these, she was able to dodge 
the Orcs blundering about the place. She set her teeth. 
She was bleeding from several cuts in her arms and 
legs, but get someplace safe first. She ran through the 
gate, hid herself between a rock and some shrubs, and 
pulled out her bandages. With her injuries seen to, she



leaned her head back against the rock, and took off her
goggles.

"Nix Steambender, I love you." She chuckled. "Well, I
love your goggles. But I can fake loving you."

She sighed as the pain killers and healing potions in
the band-aids started to work. Just a minute. She'd
have to move soon, before they got the dogs out. She
thought about the wizard type that had almost got her.

"Who, by the rampaging Titans, was that?" Interalia
bared her teeth in a growl. "Next time I see him, he's
dead."

The Wetlands that lie to the East of Menethil are 
vast, sodden, and dangerous to travellers. The stories 
about them were many, but tended to focus rather 
intently on sinking into bogs, being devoured by 
crocolisks or taken by Fen Creepers, slow-moving 
giants, well camouflaged in slime and rotting plants, 
that could creep up on even the wariest traveller. 
Nægling's Paladin's Charger, a horse created from the 
Holy Light, made its way at a light trot, along the road 
that the people of Menethil had built on the edge 
between the mountains to the South, and the swamp to



the North. She had suggested taking a short-cut
through the swamp, but Cullan, in the most polite terms
imaginable, had told her she was mad even to think
about it. Nægling looked at the sky, overcast and
gloomy. The afternoon was getting on, and the ship
would sail around midnight, at high tide. With her
passenger, she was nowhere near as fast as she could
be. Whether they would make it in time, was uncertain.
Because of this man riding behind her, arms around
her, hands on the least offensive part of her body he
could find while still holding on. A wry smile was on
Nægling's damaged face. Gnolls had chewed and
mauled her body. Her class-mates had kicked and
beaten her. A Succubus had whipped her. A hand
straying too close to her breast was unlikely to disturb
her much, even if she hadn't been wearing plate
armour. Still, it showed respect, and not the respect
naturally given to someone who could run you through
with a very large two-handed sword.

"Where are you from, Mr. Cullan?"

"I was born in Gilneas, Sister," said Cullan.

"Ah. I thought I recognised the accent. My granny
came from Gilneas."

"Really, Sister? What persuaded her to leave?"



Nægling laughed. "She fell in love with a Stormwind
sailor, dressed up in men's clothes and stowed away
on board of his ship, hiding in among the cargo. My
grandfather would come in of nights and bring her
ship's biscuits and rum to keep her body and spirit up."

"That shows great dedication, Sister," said Cullan.
"And a strength of spirit I am sure I recognise in you."

"More likely, a great deal of imagination on my
Grandfather's part. My grandmother was not one for
hiding. And my grandfather, sad to say, thought the
Truth was too precious to use, except on special
occasions."

"What kind of occasions, if I may ask?"

"They were married for forty-two years," said
Nægling.

"Most commendable," said Cullan.

"And what persuaded you to leave the sight of Light's
Dawn Cathedral, Mr. Cullan?"

Cullan didn't answer immediately. Nægling was a
remarkably intelligent woman, and would certainly spot
any lies.

"My employer and his family died to the most brutal 
of violence. I was obviously not among the slain, and



therefore suspicion fell on me."

"I believe that is an occupational hazard for butlers."

"Quite so, Sister. There is a modest legal defence
fund in Gilneas for just such occasions." Cullan sighed,
and his voice became serious once again. "It is a
terrible thing, to be the suspect of such a brutal crime."

Nægling looked over her shoulder, but couldn't see
Cullan's face. To ask him would either insult him or
force him to lie. They fell silent, and the only sound was
the magical horse's soft hoofbeats on the paved road,
and the gentle rushing of rain.

The inn at Menethil was still open when Smitty's
small army arrived. Selena raised her head from
Smitty's shoulder, looked round and reluctantly slid off
the horse. The horses were gathered up by two of the
soldiers, and brought back to the stables. Smitty
walked over to the docks and found to his relief that the
good ship Aviana's Wingbeat was still moored there.
The crew were busy loading goods into the hold and
provisions into the galley. Captain Andral Fairbreeze
saw Smitty, and waved.



"Good evening, Lieutenant. Have you found who you
were seeking?"

"I have, Sir," said Smitty. "There will be three more
passengers for Stormwind, four if Paladin Nægling
makes it back in time. I sent her looking for a straggler."

"I see," said Captain Andral. "Well, we can wait till
midnight, or perhaps an hour after. Any longer than
that, and we risk getting trapped behind the
sand-banks."

"I'm sure she'll make it in time. If not, I will leave her
enough money to take the flight back."

The Captain nodded, and pointed at a stack of sacks,
crates and barrels. "We still have to load all that.
Afterwards, we'll have dinner and prepare to leave."

"I'm sure our men will be more than happy to give
you a hand, if you like," said Smitty, with a little private
grin. A bit of manual labour was good for the men.
Gave them an appetite for dinner and kept them from
running off into town.

"Many hands make light work," said the Captain. "As
long as they don't drop it over the side."

 



Hieronimo walked to the docks, next to Selena. They
both loved work and could watch it for hours, especially
if any big strong men were featured, perhaps even with
their shirts off. They walked up to the docks to find the
soldiers running up and down the gangplank. Berrin
was holding one end of a crate on his shoulders while
Swordsman Gerald held the other end in front of him.

"Och great," said Hieronimo, with a sneer.

"What?"

"It's a Night-elf ship."

"Yeah," said Selena. "Looks like fun!"

"Huh. Night-elves are weird. Bunch of hussies."

"Oh come on," said Selena. "They're not that bad.
Ariciel is a riot!"

"Yeah, I'm sure she is."

"What do you have against Night-elves?"

"Nothing. As long as they do it well away from me."

Selena gave Hieronimo a slow look.

"Do... what?"

"Oh don't tell me you ain't heard the stories. A
Night-elf will jump into bed with just about anyone. And
not just the boys with the girls either. Disgusting."



"No, they don't. Not anyone. Just the ones they love.
Like us, only... more."

"How do you know?"

"Because my brother's girlfriend is a Night-elf, and
she told me."

"Puh. She try it on with you?"

"No, strangely." Selena scowled. "Because she's a
nice girl and I don't fancy girls."

"Ah. So she does fancy girls, then?"

Selena took a deep breath. "Yeah, she does. If you
ever meet her, don't give her any grief, because she
lost her girlfriend."

"Doesn't surprise me. Here today, gone tomorrow."

Selena looked down on the Dwarf girl, eyes gleaming
with anger.

"Actually, some Lightless bitch killed her girlfriend.
So if you can't say anything nice, then shut up."

 

Selena and Hieronimo, sulking at each other, 
watched the men load the cargo onto the ship. When 
the last crate was stowed and secured below decks, 
Elves, Men and Dwarves, like a miniature Alliance, 
maneuvered towards the inn, pushed several of the



tables together and ordered most of the supplies in
stock for dinner. the Captain sat on one end of the
table, and the Lieutenant on the other. Captain
Fairbreeze tapped his wine glass, calling for silence.

"Ladies and Gentlemen, On behalf of my crew, I
welcome all of you to this table, and those of you who
are sailing tonight, I welcome on board Aviana's
Wingbeat. We will be making for Stormwind, staying
close to shore, and depending on the wind, we hope to
make the journey in four days. I am Captain Andral
Fairbreeze. Allow me to introduce my crew. First,
Navigator Dorian Graycloud, to my right here."

Everybody looked at the Navigator, a leather-faced
Elf, gray hair matted with pitch, who raised his glass of
wine at the company with a grim look on his face.
These rounds of introduction were an idea of the
Captain's, to put the passengers at ease. Far be it from
him to go against his Captain's orders, and so far Cap'n
Fairbreeze had not ordered him to like it. So he didn't.

"Next, Able Seaman Freja Ravenwing, ship's cook of
renown, and our most senior crewmember. There is
no-one alive with more knowledge of the seas of
Azeroth."



"It pleases the Captain to exaggerate," said Freja, a
handsome white-haired Elf woman of an age
impossible to guess. With Night-elves, it could be
anything between decades and centuries.

"On my left here," continued the Captain, "Able
Seaman Kuryon Swellrider."

Kuryon stood up, and bowed to the company.
"Gentlemen, Ladies. If there is anything I can do to
make your journey aboard the Aviana's Wingbeat a
more pleasant one, you have but to ask. My deeds in
the pursuit of your pleasure are the subject of lay and
song and poem all along the coasts of Darkshore and
the Eastern Kingdoms, and would be on all other
shores if our journeys would have taken us there. I..."

"That'll do, Mr. Swellrider. Finally, if you haven't
noticed her already, the latest addition to our happy
family, Sailor Filyen Mistgaze."

As it happened, several of the men had noticed her,
a willowy Night-elf woman with long dark blue hair, dark
purple-hued skin and the bottomless deep glowing
eyes of all Night-elves. Her gaze passed over the men,
not unfriendly, but distant. She raised her cup of mead,
tilted her head. One of these men, she recognised from
the trip out. Even from the front.



Smitty nodded at the Captain. "Thank you, Captain.
Allow me to introduce in return the men and women I
laughingly refer to as 'under my command'." He pointed
to the woman sitting on his left.

"This here is pikeman Sandra Pike."

Berrin laughed. "Pike by name and pike by weapon?"

Sandra Pike turned to Berrin. "You've been to
Caerbannog right? Remember Quartermaster?"

"Aye, lass."

"His sense of humour ain't as good as he thinks it is."

Smitty looked at Pike in an are-you-finished kind of
way. "To my right, Swordsmen Jack Alan, Stanley
Gerald and Brian Rhodes."

The men each waved their hands as their names
were called. Smitty looked round. "Not present at this
time, as she is on a mission to search for a lost
companion, is Paladin Nægling of Northshire Abbey.
The lost companion..." Smitty looked at Selena, "I
believe his name is Cullan, but I don't know him.
Finally, seated next to your crewman Graycloud is Lady
Selena of Caer Bannog, and her safe return to the
castle is the objective of this mission. Her Dwarven
companions I will leave to introduce themselves."



Thorfin looked up at the mention of Dwarves, gave
Smitty a look, then looked round the table.

"Thorfin Stoneshield. Hunter trainer of Stormwind,"
he said.

"Will you be joining us on this journey, Hunter
Stoneshield?"

"Nay, Sir. My plans have gone awry and I need to
take counsel with my brethren." He looked darkly at
Smitty. "I leave my students in your care, don't bugger
it up."

Smitty only nodded. Everyone looked at Hieronimo.

"Hieronimo Wildheart," she said.

Kuryon gave Hieronimo a winning smile. "How does
a fine Dwarven lady like yourself come to be given a
man's name?"

Hieronimo's eyes narrowed. "Ain't none of your
business."

Kuryon closed his eyes. "Hmm... double negatives.
Some people think they reinforce each other, but I find
they often indicate precisely what they say."

Captain Andral gave Kuryon a look, and Kuryon
stopped talking.



Berrin cleared his throat. "Ye can call me Berrin. I
suppose this hunter training trip is over?"

Stoneshield nodded. "Can't run round in
Stranglethorn without enough bodies. Ye need to be
able to fight off the wandering Hordies there."

"Thought as much," said Berrin. "In that case, an it
please our Captain, I'd like to tag along to Stormwind."

"Welcome on board," said Captain Andral. "Miss
Wildheart, passage is available for you as well, if you
wish. Once in Stormwind, Ironforge is but a
train-journey away."

"Um," said Hieronimo.

She looked from Kuryon Swellrider to Filyen
Mistgaze, back to the Captain. 'Not with a bunch of
bloody long-eared perverts' didn't seem quite the thing
to say. She looked at her companions. Berrin was
going, Selena was going, that meant she'd be left alone
with Stoneshield. Oh deep joy. She took a deep breath.

"Count me in," she said.

 

Smitty looked at the clock. The evening was getting 
on, and Nægling still wasn't back. His decision to leave 
her to search for Mr. Cullan was still sound. Selena was



his first priority. Nægling could hold her own against
unfriendly troops. Still, he fretted. He didn't want to
come back minus one company member. He had half a
mind to go out looking for her, but in the gloom, that
was madness. Anyway, Nægling still had four hours to
return, five if Captain Andral was generous. What was
keeping her?

Nægling reined in her horse. Cullan felt her body
stiffen against his own.

"Is something the matter, Sister?"

"Undead," said Nægling. "Ahead of us. On the road."

Cullan looked. At a glance, he could count six or
seven bodies in the gloom. Even in his Human
disguise, he thought he could smell them.

"O dear," he said.

"Bother," said Nægling.

"Quite."

They dismounted, and Nægling's horse disappeared.
Nægling concentrated, altering her sight to include
those members of the spirit world that should have
stopped moving when they had died.



"Seven," said Nægling, with a look at Cullan. "I may
not be able to defend you from all of them at once."

"I see," said Cullan. "They have rather inconveniently
placed themselves on our path."

Nægling looked into Cullan's eyes.

"It is still too dangerous for us to take a detour
through the fens. Also..." Nægling looked up the road.
"I don't want to leave these Undead to harm others."

"We are already late," said Cullan. He looked at
Nægling, bright grey eyes, scars and all, as if he were
debating something with himself.

"True," said Nægling.

Cullan took a deep breath.

"Sister Nægling, how good is your memory?"

Nægling raised her eyebrows. "Fairly good," she
said. "Why?"

"If I were to ask you to forget certain events that are
likely to occur in the next few hours, could you?"

"You have a secret," said Nægling. "And you wish
me to keep it."

"Yes. Will you?"

Nægling considered, looking Cullan up and down. 
Beneath the surface of his polite, helpful manner, she



could see dark things stirring. This man had done
things that he was ashamed of, so much she could tell.
There were two sides to his personality. He was
offering to reveal another side of himself to her, and
only to her. Would it be something that she could not
afford to keep from the Lieutenant? It might force her to
break her word, which was... painful. On the other
hand... Nægling smiled to herself. She really wanted to
know now what it was.

"Mr. Cullan, unless your secret will in some way
endanger my companions, I will not reveal it to
anyone." She put her hand on her breast, bowed her
head. "You have my word."

"Thank you, Sister Nægling," said Cullan.

"So now, will you tell me?"

"No," said Cullan. Before Nægling could say
anything, he raised a hand. "I will show you."

 

Cuchullainn stood before the Shining One. Her 
breath had quickened. Her eyes were on him, and he 
rejoiced in her gaze. Slowly, she moved her hand to his 
face. He could see the wounds on her arm, slowly 
healing, the tendon in her wrist that had been cut, so 
that she could not move her finger well. Her touch was



steady. Cuchullainn blinked.

"What... are you? A shape-shifter?"

"Yes," said Cuchullainn. "What you have seen, is my
Human disguise. This is who I am, though once I was
Human like you."

"You look... impressive," said Nægling.

"When I am angry, I cannot keep my disguise. The
Lady would be frightened of me, and perhaps shoot me
with her bow or set her hunting bird on me. That is why
I hide."

"I see," said Nægling. Suddenly, she grinned. "Are
you offering to fight with me? Is that why you have told
me your secret?"

Cuchullainn bowed his head. "I would be honoured.
The Beast within you is strong. It makes me glad to see
it unleashed. Let us slaughter these rotten corpses
together."

"How do you fight?"

Cullan drew his daggers and sniffed them. He
produced a small bottle, and took off the top, which had
a brush attached. He coated the edges of his daggers
with a sticky substance.



"Worthless mongrels like these, I stalk from the
shadows. I burn them from within with poison. They are
not worth fighting honourably. All that matters is that
they perish."

"I agree."

"I can move by stealth around them, so that we have
them between us. But I will need some time. We must
strike at the same time, from both sides."

"How do we know when to strike? How much time do
you need?"

Cuchullain thought a moment, then laughed quietly.

"Your grandmother. Did she sing to you? Did she
sing of the Vrykul?"

"Sometimes," said Nægling. "Why?"

"There is a song about the Vrykul, called the Crown
and the Ring. Do you know it?"

"High and mighty, alone we are King," said Nægling.

"Good. We will sing it together, while I move round
behind our foes. With the words 'Kingdom of steel',
strike."

From a battle I come, to a battle I ride...



 

Nægling crept up to the group of Undead, their
stench on her every breath. Mr. Cullan, or rather
Cuchullainn, was lost from sight. They didn't look like
they were doing anything, just sitting on the road,
waiting, no doubt, for unwary travellers. Recruiting.
Which one should she take on first? There was no
obvious leader, no spellcasters. That made things
easier. Cull their numbers as quickly as possible. Strike
the weakest first, to remove their swords from the fight.
Save the strongest for last. Nægling strained her
senses, sight, smell, Second Sight. Cuchullainn was
nowhere to be seen. No matter. There was still time.

Heroes await me, my enemies ride fast...

 

Cuchullainn moved like a ghost through the gloom. 
He'd had to leave the road, to avoid walking into the 
Undead. Safe in his world of shadow, beyond the eyes 
of enemies, he grinned. Sister Nægling. Soon, he 
would be fighting by her side. The thrill of it surprised 
him. He had fought with his Worgen Brethren, 
imbeciles that they were, but on that occasion, it had



been mostly pity that moved him to strike. The desire to
spare an unknown woman much suffering had been his
only reason. There were no women here. This was
prey. Not for anything they could provide him, but
purely for the kill. Could they simply have given this
group a wide berth? Probably. They might have met the
creatures that crept in this swamp, and the noise of
their fighting might have alerted the Undead, but the
possibility was remote. Even his weak Human form
could hide. Sister Nægling could not. Not because she
lacked the skill, but because every one of her muscles,
every one of her thoughts, was tuned to fighting these
creatures. She could no more have left them behind
than he, Cuchullainn, could have allowed the Kind Lady
to come to harm. 
 

Hodir, I await thee, your true son am I...

 

Nægling took a deep breath, and prepared her battle 
spells, offering a quick prayer to the Light. Cuchullainn 
was still nowhere to be seen. It was always a bit 
unnerving, fighting with Rogues. They'd sneak off to 
strategic positions, and you never quite knew whether



they would be there when needed. Nægling grinned.
Somehow, she doubted that this one would pass up a
chance to a good fight. He looked savage. Nægling
drew her sword, focused on her first target. 
 

I pledge you my sword, and to no man I kneel

 

Cuchullainn crouched down, daggers out, ready to
spring. A growl started deep in his throat. Wait for the
Shining One... Wait.

Ours is the Kingdom of Steel.

 

Nægling sprang up, chanting the last syllables to her
battle spells, and the Light streamed from her towards
her enemies. All thoughts vanished from her, except
where to run, who to strike, where to strike. The edge
of her sword gleamed as it tore through and through
the first stolen body of some son of Menethil, pressed
back into service. A great back-handed swing slashed
open the stomach of the next enemy. Nægling spun
round on one leg, slashed down on a third.



With a roar, Cuchullainn was upon the enemies. One
of the undead turned towards him, too late. Cullan
stabbed him with his poisoned daggers, and it fell to the
ground, twitching. Final Death came to them quickly.
But no matter how strong his poisons, no matter how
fast he could stab, slash, disembowel his enemies,
Nægling was faster. Cuchullainn's heart leapt in his
chest. This was what Nægling did best, and her battle
rage was beautiful and terrible to see. Rather than take
the last one himself, he shoved it towards her, for the
pleasure of watching her slash it in two with her great
two-handed sword.

In one voice, at the same time, Cuchullainn and
Nægling roared.

 

Cuchullainn watched Nægling, who was down on
one knee in prayer, her forehead touching her sword.
With the final glow of battle still coursing through his
every vein, she looked to him like the most beautiful
creature alive. He knew the feeling would fade, be
replaced by the dull, servile thoughts of Mr. Cullan, but
for now, he drank deep. She got to her feet, the pain of
her injured leg just below the surface on her face, and
smiled at him.



"Thank you for that fight, Mr. Cuchullainn."

"It was an honour, Sister Nægling."

Nægling sheathed her sword, raised her hand and
summoned her war-horse. She reached down to
Cuchullainn. Cuchullainn shook his head.

"Ride fast, Sister. I will run."

The clock struck eleven, and Captain Andral looked
meaningfully at Smitty. The crew, the hunters and the
soldiers were just about to start on desserts. Neither
Nægling, nor the mysterious Mr. Cullan had made an
appearance yet. Lady Selena was chatting with Miss
Mistgaze. Kuryon Swellrider was using unbelievably
cheesy chat-up lines on Sandra Pike, who was rolling
her eyes more and more pointedly. Young miss
Hieronimo Wildheart was sitting, silently prodding her
food, with a gruff expression on her face. Most of the
men were looking at the pretty Night-elf. Smitty looked
round. Mr. Thorfin Stoneshield had just put down his
fork and sat back in his chair, eyes closed. He almost
looked like he was shaking.

"Mr. Stoneshield? Everything alright?"

Stoneshield looked up.



"Who cooked this dinner?"

Sandra Pike pointed to the kitchen. "My aunt
Bernice, I think. Anything wrong?"

Thorfin Stoneshield looked at his plate. At that
moment, the cook came out to see if all was well, and
saw Thorfin, who looked at her, pointing at his plate.

"Did you cook this?"

Selena and Hieronimo both turned their eyes to
Stoneshield, preparing to burn him to a crisp.

"Aye," said Aunt Bernice. "Anything wrong?"

"Madam," said Stoneshield. "When I were a young
boy, I would go with the hunter groups. We would find
boar in the woods, and rabbit and pheasant. And
perhaps, one of my shots would have found a mark.
The hunters would tell me I was worthless. And then
my mother would come, and take the hunters' spoils,
and cook them for us, and in all of Loch Modan there
would not be a better meal to be had."

Stoneshield pointed at his clean, empty plate.

"This, Madam. This, is what it tasted like. Thank
you."

Selena and Hieronimo stared at Thorfin Stoneshield, 
their mouths hanging open. Then, they looked at each



other.

"Please, Madam," said Stoneshield. "May I have
some more?"

Aunt Bernice grinned broadly at the Dwarf.

"Of course love. Spicy enough for ye?"

"Perfect," said Thorfin.

 

The door opened, and Paladin Nægling walked in,
followed by Mr. Cullan. They were greeted with cheers,
even by Selena, despite her misgivings about the
Gilnean butler. Smitty noticed that Nægling's armour
was less than completely clean of blood, but stowed his
questions away for later. They settled their bill, and said
goodbye to Thorfin Stoneshield, who looked like he
wanted to stay forever, and perhaps marry Aunt
Bernice. Aunt Bernice packed dinner for Nægling and
Cullan, and they all walked to the ship. Kuryon bowed
to Pikeman Pike, waving her on board. Sandra Pike
snorted. Captain Andral and Navigator Greycloud went
aft to the helm. Kuryon, Filyen and Freja raised the
mainsail, cast off fore and aft and pulled in the sheet.
With a creaking of wood, and the soft noise of waves
against the hull, Aviana's Wingbeat set out to sea.

 



Selena stood on the fo'c'sle, close to Second
Lieutenant Joseph Smith. The night was clear, and a
half moon shone over the waves.

"Joseph? Thank you for coming to get me."

Smitty didn't move a muscle.

"It was my duty, Lady Selena."

"You saved my life. We couldn't have beaten those
Undead."

"Glad to be of service," said Smitty.

Selena looked at his face, calm, emotionless, eyes
looking out over the rolling sea.

"Joseph? Aren't you even the least bit pleased to see
me?"

Smitty sighed, but before he could say anything,
there were unhappy noises next to them, and the
splashing of Menethil Inn's best fare disappearing into
the ocean.

"Bloody waste of money," said Swordsman Brian
Rhodes.



Part 15: Sailor's hornpipe

 

The sun was shining on the Western coast of the 
Eastern Kingdom. A nice stiff breeze made the water 
ripple and played with the flag on the stern of a small 
sailing vessel that made its way along the coast, the 
wind coming in from the starboard side, over the ocean, 
all the way from Kalimdor. Captain Andral Fairbreeze 
was at the helm, but to be honest, this wind was so 
perfect that he hardly had to touch it. The ship would 
find its way, gently rolling on the waves. The Captain's 
eyes were on the sea ahead, and a blissful smile was 
on his weathered face. The only slight discord in this 
otherwise perfect picture was one of the landcrawlers 
hanging over the side, trying to throw up from an empty 
stomach. Next to the Captain stood the Lieutenant, one 
hand on the railing. He was showing good taste by 
quietly taking in the beauty of the sea, and not spoiling 
the mood with unnecessary talk. The sea was perfect, 
the sail was perfectly trimmed, and crew and 
passengers were dotted on the deck, either doing 
rope-work or simply enjoying the sunshine. All was right



with the world.

 

Selena was sitting on a crate, leaning against the
fo'c'sle, looking up at the bridge. He wasn't even
looking in her direction. Was he avoiding her gaze?
Why? Selena sighed. She was out of his class, out of
his league, not to be considered. There wasn't a thing
she could do about that, but by the Light, what
difference did it make? She... Selena looked at her feet.
What use was it? He didn't want her.

"Greetings, fair lady."

Selena looked round, to see Kuryon Swellrider
standing next to her. Now this Elf would probably try it
on with Lady Jaina Proudmoore herself, should she find
herself on board. Observe and learn, Lieutenant.

"How is it, that one so beautiful can look so sad?"

Selena laughed. "I'll wager you say that to all the
girls."

"Oh, to capture that smile," said Kuryon. "I wish I 
were a painter of renown, so I could paint your image, 
golden hair, eyes of a shade of blue which no name 
would do justice. Painstakingly to capture each and 
every spot on your face, in its right and proper place. It 
would be the work of years, but they would be years of



pure bliss!"

With a big grin, Selena dredged the memory and the
vocabulary of some of the more trashy books she'd
borrowed from the maids at the Caer without her
father's knowledge.

"Oh Sir, surely you jest. Did I not see you speak as
ardently to our brave pikeman? I fear you speak as
fairly to any girl. Am I to be one of your many
conquests?"

Kuryon clutched his chest.

"You wound me, fair lady. Other women, and I weep
having to refer to them in the same terms as you, may
be diamonds, but you, you are the Sun! Oh to burn in
the radiance of your body! It would be my finest hour,
though it be my last."

Um... right. What was the proper translation for
'bugger off?' Words like 'my heart belongs to another'
sprang to mind, where 'if you think you're going to see
me with my clothes off you've got another thing coming'
probably wouldn't do.

"Excuse me?"

Selena took a quick breath. Joseph was standing 
next to Kuryon. On his face was that specific calm look 
that very clearly said that violence, of course, was out



of the question, as it could only lead to people getting
hurt. Selena's heart was beating faster, and she didn't
even try to hide the look on her face.

Kuryon turned to Joseph Smith, with a polite nod.

"Sir?"

"I believe the captain thinks your skills are most
efficiently used at the helm aft, and I agree with him, as
you are definitely a bit for'ard."

Kuryon looked quickly from Smitty to Selena,
muttered "Aye, Sir" and went aft. Selena gave the
Lieutenant her best damsel-in-distress smile.

"Thank you, Joseph. It's good to see you do care for
me."

"My orders are to bring you safe, sound and whole
back to the castle, Lady Selena."

Selena looked sadly at Joseph. "Are your orders
really the only reason why you're taking care of me?"

Smitty looked away for a moment. Then, he looked
back into Selena's eyes.

"I am a soldier, Lady Selena. I defend those who 
cannot defend themselves. Civilians unskilled in 
fighting. My leaders. I offer myself as a weapon for 
them to use as they see fit, because I have the skills to



do so, and to use them is my purpose in life. At this
moment, it is my duty to keep you safe from marauding
Undead and forward Night-elves. I will do what I must
to do that duty."

Smitty turned round, and went aft to join the Captain
on the bridge.

Kuryon finished coiling up a rope, and hung it on one
of the clamps. He walked up to Smitty.

"I do offer my most humble apologies, Lieutenant, for
my impertinence towards Lady Selena."

Smitty gave him a look, then looked South again.

"I did not know that she was yours," said Kuryon,
"Otherwise, I would never have spoken as I did."

Smitty slowly turned his eyes to Kuryon.

"She is not mine," he said.

"Tea's hot! Get it while you can!"

Everyone who didn't have any pressing duties
wandered down amidships, where Freja Ravenwing put
down the large teapot on the deck, next to a bucket full
of mugs.

"Any milk?" said Selena.



Freja gave her a strange look. "Milk? I'm afraid not.
Goes off in two days. Have some tea instead."

Selena blinked. Ah. Night-elves. She sipped some
tea without milk. Mint. Oh well, it'll do. She saw
Hieronimo standing at the railing, looking out to sea,
grabbed another mug, filled it from the teapot and
brought it over to her.

"Hey."

Selena pushed the tea mug into Hieronimo's hands.

"There's no milk, but it's Night-elf tea. 's Not bad. And
it's hot."

"Don't like tea much anyway," said Hieronimo.

"Don't you mean Night-elves?"

Hieronimo tried some of the tea, and said nothing.

"We're going to be on this ship for just a few more
days, you know. You could try talking to them."

Hieronimo looked over her shoulder. Filyen was
sitting on the deck, long legs stretched out in front of
her, head leaning back against the mast. Freja handed
her a mug of tea, and she smiled her thanks.

"Can't sleep. I sleep right next to them."

Selena stared. "Oh come on. Surely, they don't?"

"Not so far," said Hieronimo.



"Are you sure you aren't worrying a bit too much? At
all? Who cares what they do anyway?"

"Hm."

"Look, you silly woman. Have you even talked to
them? They're nice."

They looked over. Berrin was telling Freja about one
of his fishing trips as a boy. Berrin held his arms out to
show how big the trout was, and Freja kindly helped
him with her much longer arms. Everybody was
laughing. Selena put her arm round Hieronimo's
shoulder, and dragged her over. Hieronimo sat down
on the deck, clutching her tea. Selena sat down next to
her.

Filyen looked up. "Are we missing someone?"

"Our Brian Miss," said Swordsman Alan. "He's taken
ill with the waves, and is lying sick abed below decks."

"What, still?"

She got up, and went below decks. Slight groaning
sounds led her to one of the hammocks, where Brian
Rhodes lay ill. Someone had put a bucket next to him.
He'd used it. Not quite as well as one could want.
Filyen put a hand on his shoulder.

"How are you, Soldier?"



Brian looked up. "I'm dying, Miss. The White Lady
beckons, and soon I must follow." Another fit of
retching took him, and Filyen quickly held the bucket in
front of him. Brian wiped his mouth, lay back and
closed his eyes.

"Oh we can't have this."

Filyen walked out, taking the disgusting bucket with
her. She tossed the bucket over board, holding on to
the rope, and pulled it up. Then, she went to her own
bunk and found a bottle. She returned to the stricken
soldier.

"Hey. Drink this."

It took a bit of doing, but finally, she got him to drink a
few sips of potion. He blinked, and somehow forced
himself to drink a bit more.

"There. Can't have a promising military career cut
short by sea-sickness."

Brian looked up into Filyen's eyes.

"Thank you Miss, but I fear it is too late for me."

"Have faith, Soldier."

 

"But what is it that worries you? Is it the difference in 
size? I assure you, true beauty cannot be measured in



hands, or inches."

Berrin quietly nudged Freja with his elbow.

"That girl is not old enough for that kind o'thing. If he
puts a finger on 'er..."

Freja sighed. "Don't worry. There's never any danger
of that. He's all talk, but..."

"Bugger off!" Hieronimo glared at Kuryon.

"Ah," said Freja. "There. All solved. It does help to
have a frank talk, doesn't it?"

"Aye it does," said Berrin, satisfied.

Kuryon hung his head, turned towards Sandra Pike,
who was sitting on his other side. He opened his mouth
to say something.

"Any port in a storm, Sailor?" Pikeman Pike gave him
a steady look with eyes made of steel. "Do feel free to
tell me just how pretty I am. You've told everyone else.
Is it my turn now?"

Kuryon sadly turned his eyes away. Freja chuckled.

 

Cullan somewhat unsteadily walked to the front of
the boat, to find Nægling staring out over the sea, and
handed her a mug of strong, hot mint tea.

"It is teatime amidships, Sister."



"Thank you," said Nægling, accepting her tea and
tasting it.

"They seem to be enjoying themselves."

"Able Seaman Swellrider enjoys telling ladies how
beautiful they are," said Nægling. "I'm sure my turn will
come eventually."

Cullan stared out over the sea, stretching out in front
of the ship. The ship was finding its way along the
green coast.

"I have seen you fight, Sister. I assure you, for my
part, you have nothing to fear even from the young
Night-elf."

"Thank you. In your more 'Bloody Mary' persona, you
are quite a capable fighter yourself."

"In Gilnean rhyming slang," said Cullan. "I am a
church. Church organ... I never knew anyone outside
Gilneas knew of it. But then again, my knowledge fails
beyond the Wall."

Nægling said nothing.

"What is the City of Stormwind like?"

"Busy. Large. Rich. A skilled household servant need
not fear for lack of employment there. Nor a Rogue."

Cullan took a deep breath of fresh sea air.



"I will never return to that sort of life," he said. "That
way lies madness. The laws of that world are harsher
even than those that are in the light of day."

"They are?"

"One woman was beaten to death, for revealing
secrets."

"Treason is punishable by death," said Nægling.
"Even among Paladins."

"These were no secrets of war. They were...
embarrassing truths. Depravities."

"Perhaps the truth is a powerful weapon in such
places."

"True," said Cullan. "It could ruin a Lord. Ruin a
business that had existed for nearly a century."

Nægling studied Cullan's face, the unemotional mask
he used to hide himself from the world. He was well
used to it, living in a world where only his labour was
desired. He was a tool, a pair of capable hands. His
personality, his self was so unimportant that his
masters hardly ever realised it was there. Nobody knew
his feelings. Showing them was not helpful, so he never
did. The only hint that there might be something amiss,
was the mask itself.



"It is a violent place," said Cullan. "People go about
their business, up in the light, and never even notice
that they are in a warzone. The canals of Gilneas take
the casualties of war, and carry them to the sea, with
no-one the wiser. I am glad to be away from it." He
looked at Nægling. "If Stormwind has such an
under-world, Sister, please don't tell me. I do not wish
to know."

 

"By the Light Everlasting! The dead are walking
among us!" Swordsman Gerald pointed a trembling
finger. "He lives... again!"

"It's over! I am cured!" Swordsman Brian Rhodes put
his hand on his stomach. "It is gone!"

Sailor Filyen Mistgaze, who had been up on the
bridge, came walking down the stairs. Brian Rhodes
ran towards her, wrapped his arms round her and
pulled her to him.

"Thank you, Miss. Thank you. You have cured me."

Filyen, who was a full head taller than Swordsman 
Rhodes, looked down and searched his face for any 
ulterior motives he might have for laying his head to 
rest upon her rather nice bosom. There didn't seem to 
be any except the sheer joy of not throwing up every



five minutes.

There was a shout from the Captain, who was
leaning on the railing to the bridge, a little grin on his
face.

"Mistgaze! You know the rules. No fraternising with
the cargo!"

Filyen looked up at her Captain. "Can't help it Sir.
Saw him hanging over the side the other day and
passion just took over."

Swordsman Rhodes looked up to her with tears in his
eyes.

"Thank you, Miss. Your potion has saved me."

"Hold on," said Filyen. She disappeared below decks
for a moment, to return carrying a bucket and a brush.
She stood before Swordsman Rhodes.

"Behold. Here are the Chalice of Cleansing, and the
Staff of Ablution. They are used thusly: Toss the
Chalice over the wall, being sure to hold on to the rope,
that it may be filled with the Home of Neptulon. Then
pour it upon the deck and apply the Staff. And keep on
scrubbing until this deck is fit for our Blessed Lady
Herself to walk upon."



Swordsman Rhodes looked from Filyen's face to the
brush and bucket in his hands. He turned round to the
side.

"Wait," said Filyen. "If you're hungry, see Freja first."

Swordsman Rhodes made off towards the kitchen.
Kuryon walked up, and frowned at Filyen.

"Potion? What potion?"

Filyen shrugged. "Genièvre and lemon. Nothing
special."

Sandra Pike grinned. "He was feeling ill, and a cute
chick came to him, and gave him his medicine. Would
have been a bit rude not to get better."

Swordsman Gerald put a hand on his stomach. "I
don't feel so good."

Selena stepped into the galley, and knocked on the
doorframe. Freja looked up from her work.

"Young lady? How may I help you?"

Selena looked uneasy, half considering making
something up, but the problem was starting to get
pressing.

"Um, are there any, uh, places where..."



Freja's eyes gleamed at the child of hardly twenty
summers.

"Aft below," she said, with a wink. "In Common, they
call it the poop deck. Such a charming language,
Common."

"Uh, yeah. Been there. Lovely and cool about the
nethers. But it's been a few days since I last, uh, had a
bath." Selena looked pleadingly at Freja. "What do you
do?"

Freja resisted the temptation to say that Night-elves
were naturally clean creatures who did not need to
bathe.

"Well, when it's just the five of us, we drop the sail,
drop the anchor, strip off and jump into the sea. We've
been together for more than twenty years. There isn't
much left that we haven't seen each other do."

"Ah," said Selena. In the great collection of plans,
this did not seem like one of the good ones.

"But when we have passengers, they usually take
buckets of water ahead of the fo'c'sle. Ask Filyen for
some soap that works with sea water, and tell the men
to stay aft for a while."

 



Selena did a lap of the ship, rounding up all the
women: Pikeman Pike, Nægling, Filyen. Freja had
washed recently in the galley, which was the Cook's
privilege, which left only...

"I'm fine," said Hieronimo.

"Not on yer life," said Selena. "We all sleep within
two feet of each other. Get yourself over here."

Hieronimo allowed herself to be moved for'ard,
grumbling about hygiene being all well and good but
you could exaggerate it.

The ladies gathered in front of the fo'c'sle. The
fo'c'sle on a ship is a deck, raised somewhat above the
main deck. On the Aviana's Wingbeat, it had the crew
quarters underneath, or when there were as many
passengers as there were now, a few extra hammocks
were hung up there. Selena loved her hammock. Once
you managed to get in, which was no small feat on a
moving ship, it was amazingly comfortable, and it
rocked gently with the movements of the ship.

The girls started taking their clothes off and pulling
up buckets of water, when there was someone
whistling a soldier's tune above them, to the sound of a
scrubbing brush.



Sandra Pike, who still had her shirt on, stuck a head
above the deck, and scowled. She dropped back down.

"It's Swordsman Stanley Gerrald. Ever hopeful, the
git. I'm still decent. Want me to have a quick word with
the LT?"

"Goodness, no," said Filyen. "Mustn't bother the
superior officers with such things. Hang on."

She leaped lightly up, grabbed the forestay and
pulled herself up hand over hand, then swung back and
landed, barefoot, on the deck. She stood in front of
Swordsman Stanley Gerald wearing nothing but a
wavering smile, hand on her hip.

"Um, soldier?" Filyen bit her lip. "I've noticed you
staring at my breasts. I was just wondering." She
looked into Stanley's eyes. "Is there anything wrong
with them?"

Stanley was too busy staring with his mouth hanging
open to answer for a few moments. Then he quickly
shook his head.

"No Miss. Nono. There's, um... They're absolutely
fine."

Filyen beamed at him. "Oh thank you. I've been so
worried." She bent over a bit closer.



"I think you missed a spot somewhere amidships. I'm
afraid poor Brian was a bit slow getting to the railing."

Stanley saluted, remembered that this was a civilian,
and dropped his arm.

"I'll see to it immediately, Miss." He ran. Filyen
dropped back down on the foredeck, an evil grin on her
face. Pikeman Pike had collapsed in a little heap
laughing.

"That was commendably efficient," said Nægling.
She took off her robes. Everyone quickly looked away,
but she didn't seem to notice.

The girls spent half an hour pouring sea water over
each other, and the grime of a week on board was
washed away. Then, they took turns sticking their
heads in a bucket of soapy water. Selena was helping
Nægling by gently pouring water over her head, trying
not to stare at her scars.

"Say, Sandra. There aren't any girls' changing rooms
or bath rooms at the Caer, are there?"

"Nope," said Sandra. "We're all one happy family."

"So how do you do that, then?"

Sandra shrugged. "We're not men and women there. 
We're all soldiers. Boys don't stare, and girls don't



parade their tits about."

"Hm. So what was he doing up there, then?"

"Dunno. Maybe he wanted to know what an Elf or
Dwarf looks like."

"Always happy to help," said Filyen, brightly.

Nægling's hair was done. Next up was Hieronimo.
Filyen ran her hand through Hieronimo's long, blonde
hair.

"Oh you've got lovely hair," said Filyen. "Just gone a
bit dry. Needs a bit of oil afterwards. Let me get you
some soap."

Hieronimo looked round, eyes burning.

"Do you mind? Keep yer hands to yerself!"

A sudden hush descended on the foredeck. Filyen
stared at the dwarf girl, muttered an apology, put on her
clothes, and left for the bridge.

Selena glowered at Hieronimo.

"Now what by the flaming hells was that good for?"

"Bloody mistake coming here in the first place," said
Hieronimo. She pulled her clothes on and stomped off.

 

Filyen was leaning on the aft railing, staring at the 
wake. Selena came up next to her, and put a hand on



her shoulder. Filyen sighed.

"What have I done to offend her?"

Selena shook her head. "Nothing. You've done
nothing wrong. You were just being nice. It's just..."

"What did she think I'd do?"

Selena took a deep breath. "Well, you Elves have a
bit of a reputation among the Dwarves. And Humans."

"Reputation?"

"Well, for being a bit, um... loose. A bit wild."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, she's heard that there's Elf girls who like other
Elf girls."

Filyen said nothing. Her eyes settled on Selena.

"In... bed," said Selena, looking away.

"Yes. There are. What's that got to do with it?"

"Well, Dwarves don't do that. Also, you Elves can
have lots of boyfriends at the same time. Dwarves don't
do that either."

"Did she think I was going to seduce her?"

"Don't think she really thought that, it's just that the
idea gives her the squicks. So she jumped and
snapped."



Filyen took a deep breath, slowly let it escape. "I
don't even look for girls. I have a boyfriend in
Auberdine, and someone in Rut'theran village. He's
mostly away, though. Fiery nights whenever we both
happen to be in port at the same time."

"So you've never even done it with a girl. Oh great.
What a bloody mess." Selena looked into Filyen's eyes.
"I'm so sorry."

"I'm one hundred and forty years old," said Filyen.
"Of course, I've made love to a woman. You live, things
happen. I was going through a bad patch. She gave me
cups of tea, listened to my tales of woe, gave me lots of
hugs, took me to bed, and made love to me, and she
was lovely. That doesn't mean I want to jump Dwarf
girls."

"She's not a bad girl," said Selena. "She just..."

"She's a passenger," said Filyen, with a shrug. "We
don't have to be friends. But I move round a lot, so if
she wants to be on the other side of the ship from me,
then she's going to be very busy."

"Lieutenant Smith? A word, please."



Smitty walked up to the bridge, to find an unknown
Elf standing next to the Captain. Dorian Graycloud was
at the helm, looking slightly more grim than usual.

"Allow me to introduce Druid Absynthus of the
Cenarion Circle," said the Captain.

Smitty and the tall Elf shook hands, muttering little
polite phrases.

"Were you always on board, Sir? If so..."

"No, Lieutenant. I came here on my own wings."
Absynthus' eyes wrinkled in a private joke. "One fair
day, I will manage to explain to Shan'do Bearwalker the
difference between a Druid and a carrier pigeon. Until
that day, I travel the skies of Azeroth, looking for
battle-ready ships."

"Such as Aviana's Wingbeat," said the Captain.

"I thought this was a cargo ship," said Smitty.

"Usually, yes," said the Captain. "But we can carry
troops, and we do have some modest firepower. We
may not have big scary teeth, but we are fast. And now,
we have received orders from High Command to make
for Teldrassil."

Smitty looked at the Captain. "Does this mean we
have to get off the ship?"



The captain rubbed the stubble on his chin, making a
grating sound.

"If you want to, we can go ashore, and set you down
there, but I wouldn't recommend it. It would be a long
journey on foot, through possibly unsafe lands. I
suggest that you stay on board till Auberdine or
Rut'theran Village, and take one of the fast ferries to
Stormwind. That should take no more than a week or
two. Still quicker than walking."

"Well, in that case, we'll be happy to enjoy your
hospitality a bit longer," said Smitty, speaking, as he
well knew, for probably less than half of the people that
were currently his responsibility. Never mind.
Completely ignoring the wishes of your charges was
what being an officer was all about.

The Captain turned to Absynthus.

"Will you be staying on board tonight? I'm sure we
can have another hammock strung up somewhere."

"I can't, Captain. There should be another Night-elf
vessel some fifty miles to our North. I should be able to
find them before it gets dark. And then... the next ship."

"At least have something to eat. I can have our cook
prepare you something while you rest."



Absynthus looked towards the North, then back at
the captain.

"Druid Absynthus, our cook is very good. If you do
not sample her work, she will be most disappointed."

Absynthus grinned. "You talked me into it, Captain."

 

The whole crew had come above decks to watch
Absynthus change into a bird and fly off. He sailed
round, flew past them, then set off to the North. The
Captain walked up the stairs to the bridge.

"Miss Mistgaze! Mr. Swellrider! Mrs. Ravenwing!
We're raising the yard, we'll be over starboard a long
time. Mr. Graycloud, I'll take the helm. Please assist the
ladies on the royal halyard."

Aviana's Wingbeat, like many Night-elf ships, was a 
lateen-rigged ship. That meant that her single mainsail 
was hanging from a long yard, which in turn was 
attached to the mast in the middle, like a giant letter T, 
with one end pulled down to the bow of the ship and 
the other end sticking high into the air, pointing 
backwards. At the time Absynthus took his leave, 
Aviana's Wingbeat had been on the starboard tack, 
leaning over port, with the wind blowing towards shore. 
That was going to change, and the wind would be



coming from the other side of the ship. That meant that,
unless they did something, the sail would be pressing
against the mast, which sailors of lateen rigged ships
refer to as the 'bad tack'. If you were doing a lot of
maneuvering, wind never coming from the same side
for more than ten minutes, such as when you were
working your way up a river against the wind, that didn't
matter much. If on the other hand the ship would be on
the bad tack for almost the whole of the trip, most
sailors, and certainly Captain Andral, found it hurt their
eyes. Also, the sail didn't work quite as well. So, they
would raise the yard-arm of their sail to a vertical
position, move it round the mast and lower it again on
the other side. The sail would be free, and Aviana's
Wingbeat would look her very best.

Captain Andral Fairbreeze pushed the ship into the 
wind, sail flapping loudly. Dorian, Freja and Filyen 
hauled on the halyard, 'rope' to the landcrawlers, that 
raised the yard, while Kuryon untied the sheet that held 
the yard in place at the bow of the ship. As the 
yard-arm rose, Kuryon guided it towards the mast, and 
finally round it. Then, he let it out again on the other 
side of the mast while the others slowly released the 
halyard, lowering the yard-arm till Kuryon could tie it off



at the bow. The whole operation had taken less than
ten minutes, though Aviana's Wingbeat was still lying
with her head in the wind. Kuryon ran from the bows of
the ship to the bridge, and joined the Captain at the
helm. Together, they gave it a mighty heave, and
Aviana's Wingbeat slowly turned away from the wind.
The wind fell in her sail, and slowly, slowly, she began
to pick up speed, heading away from shore. Kuryon
walked to the railing of the bridge, leaned on it and
grinned.

"Remember, ladies. We make this look easy."

Freja drew her sleeve across her forehead. "He only
says that because we do all the hard work."

Captain Andral Fairbreeze went below to do arcane
things with a compass and ruler. He walked back up to
the bridge.

"North by North-west if you please, Helmsman. We'll
be passing North of Kul'tiras."

"Aye-aye Sir," said Dorian Graycloud.

With a Western wind filling her sail, Aviana's
Wingbeat sailed for Teldrassil.



Kuryon lay in his hammock. The old girl heeled over
starboard, which was his favourite, as his hammock
tended to bump into the wall otherwise. He looked
round the crew's quarters. Everyone was asleep. When
he knew that nobody was watching him, he pulled a
gold chain from below his shirt. At the end of the chain
was a small gold medallion. In the flickering light of one
of the ship's lamps, he spun the medallion round,
round, turning left, then right. He didn't need to open it
to look at the two faces inside. One would never
change again, indelible, etched into his memory. The
other face would be resembling it more and more with
each passing day.

"Namarié, Draniel," he whispered. "Elune A'dore,
Syndrien."

Without another word, Kuryon put away his
medallion, closed his eyes, and slept.



Part 16: Songs of sorrow

 

 



"Just about right, except for the shoulders. They had
two sticky-out bits."

Albert looked into the face of the castle's smallest
adult occupant.

"Sticky-out bits."

"Yeah."

"These... sticky-out bits. What did they look like?"

"By the Light, Scribble, I didn't stick around to look at
him and maybe paint a picture."

"Why do I give you this extremely expensive imager,
again?"

Interalia sneered at Albert the scribe, scratching her
arm. The cuts didn't hurt anymore, but now, they
itched.

"The bugger was shooting fireballs at me, what did
you want me to do? Tell him to hold still and smile?"

"You couldn't have waited a bit for the excitement to
die down, then taken a picture?"

Interalia looked steadily into the eyes of this Human. 
He probably really believed that the pen was mightier 
than the sword, and that the forces of Evil could be 
stopped with a scathingly constructed argument. And, 
in this case, that a Rogue, even an exceptionally



capable Gnome girl, could keep herself hidden when
the whole Tower already knew she was there and
wouldn't rest till they'd got her and could cut bits off her
until she'd tell them all she knew and more. Interalia
shivered. She could have died in there. Could have
spent quite a lot of time there, dying.

"Godsnogtoe, no!"

Albert looked at the pictures Interalia had managed
to take.

"Number nineteen is missing," he said.

"Probably a glitch," said Interalia. In fact, number
nineteen showed a sexy Gnome Rogue girl in a rather
revealing outfit, holding an open lockbox, smiling
seductively at the imager. It was making its way to
Stormwind.

"It's the latest Goblin technology," said Albert. "It
doesn't 'glitch'."

"Goeiegenade," said Interalia. "I've been walking
round with Goblin engineering in my pocket? I'm lucky
it didn't explode!"

Albert frowned. "It was very expensive."

"Yep," said Interalia. "Sounds like Goblin tech to me."

 



"I think I've found it," said Albert. "It seems we are
dealing with some kind of emissary from the Twilight's
Hammer cult."

"Who are they?"

Albert put a book on the table and opened it at the
bookmark he'd put in. He turned the book over so
Gerrig could see it.

"A cult of doom who associate, among other things,
with the Old Gods C'thun and Yog-Saron. Their current
leader is an Ogre-mage called Cho'gall. They are
currently roaming the streets of Stormwind declaiming
that we are all going to die, and that if we join their cult,
we will at least be turned into Undead."

"And the Horde are associating with them?"

Interalia grinned. "Don't look like it, Boss Man. Big
Green tossed him out. Right at me. That's when he
started shootin' at me. Luckily, I got away." Interalia
sniffed. "Or they'd have gotten their dirty green hands
on that fancy picture box."

Gerrig leaned forwards towards Interalia. "Your
cunning and skill have saved us all. Well done." He sat
up again. "Are these Twilight Cultists likely to come
bothering us here?"



Albert shook his head. "That is hard to tell. Perhaps,
Miss Interalia's assailant was trying to gain support for
his cult. The Horde has associated with a dragon
named Deathwing, who was a major player in the
Second war. But Deathwing is dead."

"Hm." Gerrig sighed. "Well, if any purple-robed
pessimists show their faces at Caer Bannog, I'm sure
they will enjoy a refreshing swim in the moat. Thank
you both. That will be all."

Selena stood on the highest place on the bridge, 
looking round. It was the highest point on the ship, 
unless she wanted to climb into the mast, which she 
didn't. There was no land in sight anywhere. For all she 
knew, the whole world was made of salt water. Oh well. 
Time to get her hand in with her new bow. A new one, 
as she'd broken her old longbow. She had bought this 
one from Mrs. Naela Trance, the bowyer in Menethil. It 
had cost her a fortune, but once she had shot an arrow 
with it, she wasn't going to give it back. It was made of 
metal, and it was shorter than her old longbow. It made 
up for that with a set of pulleys that gave the bowstring 
more travel. The sweetest part of this bow was the way 
you drew it. Her old bow had pulled back more and



more the further she drew the arrow back. This one
would start out pulling back hard, and then, as the
arrow was drawn back all the way, suddenly let up. It
was probably something to do with the shape of the
pulleys. Which meant that she could aim so much more
comfortably. It had a kick hard enough to pierce plate
armour.

All the way over on the prow of the ship, she had tied
up a sack filled with firewood. The first try, she had
used tightly packed straw, and the arrow had sailed
clean through, into the sea. Which was a shame, as
these arrows were quite expensive. Her usual wooden
arrows would have splintered in this bow. At least the
wood stopped the arrows. In a nice, calm, steady
rhythm, Selena shot about a dozen arrows into the
target, satisfied with the way they were grouped closely
together. There was something almost hypnotic about
the way you took the arrow, fit it to the string, drew,
aimed, fired, and saw the arrow hit the target with a
satisfying thud. You could almost feel the impact in
your hands.

Dorian Graycloud watched her from the helm,
keeping the ship on course with minute movements.

"I had one of those bows once."



"Hm?" Selena let fly another arrow. It veered off to
the right a little. Wind had picked up. She aimed her
next arrow a bit to the left, and saw it hit the target right
in the middle of the group of arrows.

"I swapped it for a rifle. Bows are nicer, though.
Quiet."

"They are, aren't they?"

She took the last arrow out of her quiver, when
something stirred in the corner of her eye. She looked
up, to see a huge sea-bird pass over the ship, then
circle round and follow them. Almost before she knew,
she'd fitted the arrow to the string, and raised the bow.
Finally, something to eat besides ship's biscuits and
dried meat.

Someone's hand hit her arm, and the arrow went
flying, and disappeared below the surface of the ocean.
Selena looked round, startled. She saw the look in
Navigator Graycloud's eyes, and shrunk on the spot.

"Are you mad? Don't ever shoot at albatrosses!
Never."

Selena swallowed, surprised and startled by
Graycloud's anger.

"I'm sorry. Is it bad luck to shoot an albatross?"



"The worst of luck. I heard tell of a ship once, where
some stupid bugger shot an albatross..." Graycloud
touched his forehead, then his breast to ward off the
bad luck. "And the wind failed. It failed for weeks on
end, and everybody died of thirst, except the mariner
who shot the bird. And just when he was ready to die,
the ship moved, without wind, and all the dead sailors
groaned, and stirred, and rose again, but they didn't
speak or move their eyes."

"But..." A cold chill ran up Selena's spine as she
looked into Graycloud's eyes. "But how?"

"Nobody knows," said Graycloud. "So don't shoot at
albatrosses. Especially not this one."

There was a noise behind Selena and she looked
round to see the albatross standing on the deck behind
her, folding its wings, then preening its feathers. It
looked at Selena with one black beady eye.

"Why? What's special about this one?"

There was a sound as a rushing of the wind, and
blue lights whirled round the majestic bird. It grew,
changed shape, raised itself to stand upright. Then he
looked at Selena, waving a finger disapprovingly.

"It's the Captain," said Dorian Graycloud.



Berrin walked below decks. Next to some crates of
the finest silk, looted from the finest of Ogres, a
hammock hung, and in it lay a young Dwarf girl, face to
the bulkhead, back to the world. He put a hand on her
shoulder, and she looked round, startled.

"I won't keep bringing ye food like this, ye know?"

Hieronimo sat up in her hammock, and Berrin
hopped up, sat next to her and put his arm round her.

"What's the matter, then?"

Hieronimo took a bite of bread, chewed a bit before
answering.

"Bloody Elves."

Berrin's eyes gleamed at Hieronimo. He raised and
bent his legs, making the hammock swing.

"What about them?"

"They're... wrong."

Berrin nodded slowly. "Aye. Wrong people. Wouldn't
want to mix with Wrong people."

Hieronimo gave Berrin a dark look, then stared at her
feet again.

"Mind you, these Elves aren't as Wrong as some
others I could mention. Mrs. Ravenwing is nice enough.
She made lunch for ye. She's a widow, poor woman."



"They just... make my skin crawl."

"Why's that, then?"

"Haven't you heard some of the things they do?"

Berrin gave a little laugh. "Living their lives in sin and
debauchery? Between the furs quicker than you or me
shake hands, and only findin' out afterwards who it was
and whether they were a boy or a girl? The more in the
bed the merrier? That sort o'thing?"

"Well... they do, don't they?"

Berrin moved his legs in and out, till he had a nice
swing going. You had to get the timing just right.

"They think that Dwarves spend their lives swillin'
beer, and gettin' into fights with each other, before they
stumble into a ditch somewhere, and wake up with
vomit in their beards and frogs in their helmets."

"What?! You know that ain't true!"

Berrin laughed, leaned over to Hieronimo and looked
into her eyes.

"Dint ye come back to the inn no more than a few
weeks ago, on the broad shoulders of Mr. Thorfin
Stoneshield?"

Hieronimo scowled. "That was because of that cheap
plonk Selena gave me. Should've stuck to ale."



"Forced it down yer throat, did she?"

"Pf."

Berrin pulled Hieronimo a bit closer. "Thing to
remember, lass, is that there's always a grain o' truth in
all these stories, but the story's a great big field of
barley."

"That Elf put her hands on me," said Hieronimo.

"I'm sure she didn't mean anything by it."

"She shouldn't have. It's not proper."

Berrin sighed. "Maybe she shouldn't have, but she
was just trying to be nice."

"None of us wearin' nothing. Should've kept her
hands to herself."

Berrin sighed, and said nothing.

"No Dwarf girl gets it on with another girl."

"You'd be surprised," said Berrin. "I think I know two
girls who do. Can't say for sure, mind. If they do, then
they're keeping it indoors. They live together in a cabin
in the woods, few miles away from Thelsamar. No
telling if there's any goings-on, but I've seen the look in
their eyes." Berrin's eyes softened. "Ye can see there's
love there. Who cares whether they keep their clothes
on or not?"



Hieronimo looked at Berrin's face, to see if he was
serious. Berrin looked back into Hieronimo's eyes.

"It ain't the kind of thing you want to parade about in
Thelsamar."

"Well... good," said Hieronimo. "Ye don't want to
disturb decent folk."

"Huh. All those girls do, if they do it, mind, is cuddle
up together. So-called decent folk would beat the
stuffing out of them if they're not careful."

Hieronimo said nothing.

"Och, get out there, lass. Find Miss Filyen, tell her
yer sorry and all will be right."

Hieronimo looked up. "I ain't sorry, and I'm not gonna
lie to 'er."

"Then stay here in yer nice hammock. This trip's
going ta take maybe two weeks. Dinner's at six."

He jumped out of the hammock, shook his head at
Hieronimo, and went above decks.

The sun was setting, and all the crew and 
passengers, except the captain at the helm, were 
gathered amidships. Berrin was pleased to see that 
Hieronimo had emerged after all, and was sitting on the



deck between Selena and Sister Nægling with a
subdued expression on her face. Freja handed out
bowls of soup made from dried meat and some hearty
spices from Westfall, adding the last of the green
vegetables before they went off. It was very good, and
praises were sung to the cook, who refused to give out
the recipe, claiming that it was a family secret only to
be passed on from mother to daughter, on their
death-beds. The bowls were washed up (in sea-water,
nobody needed to add salt to anything on board), and
Freja disappeared into the galley to come back with a
large kettle of something she'd prepared earlier.

Kuryon grinned broadly. "Ahh. Grog. The only good
thing to come from the Human navy. Prevents scurvy,
puts a smile on your cheeks, and awakens the fire in
your loins. Do try it, ladies! I'll be available in the fo'c'sle
if you need to quench the after-effects."

Sandra Pike accepted a mug, raised it to Kuryon.
"May ye live as long as ye want to, and want to as long
as ye live." She took a sip. "By the way, there's seven
men on board besides yourself, and frankly, I'd start on
the women before you."

"Brave words," said Kuryon. "I salute you, and the
offer stands."



Dorian Graycloud stood up, and gave Kuryon a look.

"I think it's time for some music."

He walked to his bunk, and picked up a box, from
which he produced that most beloved of maritime
instruments, the concertina. He started slowly, with a
few sad airs, then as his fingers loosened up, he picked
up the pace with jigs, reels and hornpipes. Swordsman
Stanley Gerald stole Swordsman Jack Alan's spoon.
He put it, and his own spoon in his left fist, and tapped
them together with his other hand by way of
percussion. They kept this up for a long time, until
Filyen raised a finger and spoke a few words in
Darnassian. Graycloud gave Stan Gerald a quick
warning that they did this song with a few strange
jumps in the beats, then started playing. Filyen sang a
song in Darnassian, with Freja joining in:

Non, ce n'était pas le radeau 

De la Méduse, ce bateau, 

Qu'on se le dis' au fond des ports, 

Dis' au fond des ports, 

Il naviguait en pèr' peinard 

Sur la grand-mare des canards,



Et s'app'lait les Copains d'abord 

Les Copains d'abord.

 

The song went on for a few more verses, which few
of the audience could understand. After the song
finished, Stanley Gerald pointed at Dorian's concertina.

"Mate, I know a Song of the Sea as well. Mind if I
hold that for a bit?"

"Not at all," said Dorian, handing it over and refilling
his cup of grog from the kettle.

Stanley put his thumbs in the loops, then pressed a
few keys in an experimental kind of way. Apparently
satisfied, he began to play a short intro, then to sing:

When we set off from dear old Stormwind 

The Maiden's Breath, a sad old crate 

Had cockroaches all in the midships 

And in the for'ard nests of rats 

We had a little boy from Westfall 

As cabin boy with us on board 

It was the first time he went sailing 

He'd never heard of sharks before



And on the pier in Stormwind Harbour 

He shyly told his Mum farewell 

Because he was afraid to kiss her 

That little sailor from Westfall 

 

The stokers scolded him with malice 

Because on the very first day 

Still within sight of Stormwind's lighthouse 

He sea-sick in the fo'c'sle lay 

And with some gin and with some lemons 

They put him back upon his feet 

Because sick sailors are a bother 

And likely to affect the freight 

When he came for'ard from the galley 

Under the weight of tea-jugs full 

He looked a little heap of sorrow 

That little sailor from Westfall 

 

Still at the end of all his labour 

When blessed sleep had finally come 

The man who slept above him scolded 

Because he cried out for his mum 

Then on a morning bright and early 



The sea was still, the sky was red 

As they were roaring for their coffee 

He hadn't got up from his bed 

And as the helmsman came with quinine 

And castor oil to no avail 

He asked advances on his wages 

For the old woman in Westfall 

 

In canvas and weighed down with iron 

They laid him on the deck that day 

The Captain took his cap off sadly 

And raised a groggy voice to pray 

While singing hymns for those in peril 

They slid his body in the wet 

Who didn't dare to kiss his mother 

Because real sailors don't do that 

They sent the letter to his mother 

Some extra rum was given all 

That was the end of a young sailor 

That little sailor from Westfall

 

He finished with a few chords, then looked round. A 
dead silence had descended on the ship. Filyen sat in



her usual place, leaning against the mast, looking at
the red sunset with large, liquid, sad eyes. Kuryon took
a deep breath, and from the depth of his soul spat out a
single word.

"Bastards."

Dorian Graycloud got up, put his hand on Stanley's
shoulder, nodded once at him, then went aft to see if
the Captain wanted relief at the helm. Stanley carefully
put the concertina back in its box.

"Is there any more grog?"

"So you weren't actually born on Teldrassil?"

"Nobody is," said Filyen. "Teldrassil was made about
a dozen years ago. If an adult tells you they were born
on Teldrassil, they're Horde spies."

Selena looked impressed. "From what Ariciel tells
me, Teldrassil is a really, really big tree higher than the
clouds! There's a whole city on top of it. How'd they do
that?"

"Fertiliser of the Gods," said Filyen, with a completely
straight face.

Selena grinned. "You follow a god around with a
bucket and spade?"



"And hide the bucket behind your back if their
Allseeing Eye falls on you."

Filyen was preparing a new piece of rope that
needed an eye on the end. She'd frayed out the last bit,
and was weaving the strands back into the rope. A bit
of metal was inside the bend in the rope, to strengthen
it. They would be using it to replace the halyard that
raised the mainsail.

Selena looked across the deck. Hieronimo had taken
apart her gun and had all the parts neatly laid out on a
white handkerchief. She was cleaning and oiling the
parts, prior to putting them back together again. Selena
got up and walked over to her.

"Hi."

Hieronimo looked up at Selena, then went back to
cleaning the rotating magazine with a long brush.

"Hi," she said, finally.

Selena frowned at her. "Oi short stuff, who are you
and what have you done to Hieronimo? You used to be
more fun, you know?"

"Hrm," said Hieronimo, explaining in a single grunt
that that was in Kharanos, among decent folk, not all
these wild tall long-eared...



"Oh cheer up!" Selena looked at Hieronimo with large
eyes. "I miss the Dwarf girl who got me my first tattoo."

Hieronimo held the magazine up to her eye,
imagined she could see a tiny speck of dirt inside, and
resumed brushing. She looked up at Selena with a hint
of a gleam in her eye.

"I wasn't going to tell you," said Selena, "But I went
back to that tattoo Dwarf and had him tattoo your face
on my left tit. Wanna see?"

Hieronimo snorted, looked at Selena's face and burst
out laughing.

"Well, he had to do it from memory, so he may not
have gotten it just right, but as long as we both know
who it is, that's all that matters." Selena's hand went to
the first button of her shirt. "Lemme show you."

"Och, put that away, woman."

"Oh alright then."

Hieronimo sighed, and looked out over the sea.
"Have you ever been to Kalimdor?"

"Nope. Never a step out of Redridge till early last
year. Ironforge doesn't count, because I was too young
to walk."



"I think there's a few Dwarves in a place called
Theramore, but we ain't going there."

"Teldrassil," said Selena, with a sigh. "The
world-tree. Darnassus is on top."

"They want us to climb up a sodding tree?"

"Bannog told me there's a portal at the bottom that
takes you straight to the top."

"I don't like heights."

"I don't think you can even look down most of the
time."

"And it'll be packed with Elves."

"Yeah," said Selena. "You get that, with Elf capital
cities."

Hieronimo looked over to Filyen, who had finished
her rope, and was coiling it up, by laying it down loop
after loop. They would attach it to the sail later. She
looked over to Selena and Hieronimo with a neutral
expression on her face. Hieronimo looked away.

"Filyen's alright," said Selena. "Knows all about
Teldrassil, too. Anything you want to know, ask her.
Would you believe she's over a hundred years old?"

Hieronimo put her gun back together quickly, without 
even looking at her hands. She pointed it out to sea,



because even if you've just cleaned it, there is no such
thing as an unloaded gun. She pulled back the
hammer, and pulled the trigger. It fell on the empty
chamber with a metallic click.

"Maybe I will," she said.

 

Nægling had made herself comfortable on the
foredeck, out of sight, out of mind. She'd pulled the
strip of leather from her hand, and was exercising her
ring finger. It moved, but it still hurt. She looked out
over the ocean, as Aviana's Wingbeat made its way
towards the North-west. In battle, she ignored pain. Up
here, alone, it annoyed her. She looked down. This was
all part of her penance. It was right that she should
suffer. Others had, and would, because of her failure.

"Excuse me? May I join you?"

Nægling looked up to see Mr. Cullan stand next to
her. "Please do," she said.

Cullan sat down next to her, leaning against the
fo'c'sle. Nægling went back to bending and
straightening her ring finger, not showing any hint on
her face that it might hurt.

"Did you hurt yourself in the fight against the
Undead?"



Nægling shook her head, said nothing. Cullan looked
ahead of him. His face looked placid, content. He
wasn't going to Stormwind as quickly as he might, but it
didn't seem to worry him.

"It's an old injury," said Nægling.

"I see. Even with healing magic, some injuries still
take time to heal. We cannot simply wish away all our
hurts."

"Or, in some cases, we choose not to," said Nægling,
before she thought to stop herself.

Cullan looked at her, eyebrows raised, wordlessly
asking, but in a way she could ignore if she wanted to.
Nægling bent her ring finger again. Hold. Release.
Bend. Hold. Release.

"What does it feel like?"

"I beg your pardon, Sister?"

Nægling looked at Cullan's face. "To change. What is
it like?"

Cullan's eyes stared at the foredeck, not seeing the
wood, scrubbed white, bleached by the suns of all the
seas of Azeroth.

"Terrible," he said, quietly. "I have done... terrible 
things while the Beast was upon me. It is the



destruction of all the things that make... made me
Human. Compassion. Self control. Restraint. I
become... savage."

Nægling bent her finger again, held it. Not as far as
the last time. She exerted herself. The Priest had told
her to stop when the pain became acute. She pushed
harder. Held. Released.

"I watched you fight," said Nægling. "You are strong.
You fight as one possessed. Relentless. Nothing but
death could stop you."

"Once the Beast takes over, everything changes,"
said Cullan. "Sometimes I wonder. Was this something
that the curse bestowed on me, or was I always like
this, but simply unable or too restrained to indulge
myself?"

Nægling closed her eyes, laid down her arm in her
lap for a moment.

"When I have enemies before me, and spoken my 
prayers of battle, so that I am strengthened and 
protected by the Light Everlasting, the moment just 
before joining battle. That is when I feel... almost at 
peace. That is the moment that I am free of doubt. Free 
of..." Nægling paused, bent her ring finger again. Hold. 
Release. "Free of guilt. That is when I know that if I



should die, I am clear of all blame at last." She looked
at Cullan. "Do you understand?"

"It is the thing that frightens me most," said Cullan.
"In my True Form, with prey before me, all my strength,
my weapons. I feel..." Cullan looked into Nægling's
eyes. "I feel glorious."

 

Selena held up the piece of rope. Halyard, stay,
sheet, whatever. She'd been trying to split back the last
end as neatly as she'd seen Filyen and other
crewmembers do it. So far, the proper nautical term
was a Mess. Selena sighed, and pulled out the bends,
to try again. She saw a shadow on the deck, and
looked up. Kuryon was standing next to her, looking
down on her. He kneeled next to her.

"Not working?"

"No. I think I'm doing it right, but..."

Kuryon took the rope out of Selena's hand, showed
her.

"Middle strand, you bend down like this. Then the
right strand, you bend around. Finally, the left strand,
you put through the loop, like this. Pull gently... like so."



Kuryon pulled the strands apart again, gave Selena
back her rope.

"You try."

Under Kuryon's patient instructions, Selena finally
managed to tie off the end of her rope. It wasn't quite
as neat as it might have been, but it would do. Kuryon
raised his hands.

"Practice, and more practice, my Lady. Remember,
we've been doing this since before your parents were
born."

"Is it going to take that long?"

Kuryon grinned. "By no means! I think you'll be able
to put in a proper split within a mere fifty years."

Selena laughed. "Human here. We learn a bit quicker
than that, I hope."

"I am sure you will."

Selena looked up at Kuryon's face.

"You know, you're much nicer when you aren't telling
the ladies how pretty they are. Just saying."

Kuryon put his finger on his lips.

"Ssh. Don't tell anyone."



Interalia jumped down from the gate, and walked
down the stairs, a little grin on her face. She'd spotted a
cart coming down the road. The first time she'd been in
that cart, Nix had hand-cuffed her to it. She'd tried to
seduce him then, but that was just to get him to take off
the handcuffs. She could have done it, too. Nix at the
time was a complete pushover. Sadly, Nix' sister Trixie
had caught on and cramped her style no end. Interalia
sprinted out of the gates, down the path, and hid
herself behind a boulder next to the road. When the
cart came past, she took a running jump and landed in
the box next to Nix.

"Stand and deliver! Your money or your life!"

Nix grinned at her. "Heh! I bet you say that to all the
boys."

"Sure," said Interalia. "They all get snotty when I
don't ravish them as well."

"If you didn't ravish me, I'd ask for a discount," said
Nix.

"Gimme my purse back," said Interalia.

"What's it worth to you?"

"Your teeth stay where they are."



Nix laughed out loud, and handed Interalia her purse
back.

"And the money inside."

Nix chuckled, and dropped the coins into the purse,
one by one. Interalia put her purse back into her
pocket, then grabbed Nix' shoulder, pulled him towards
her and kissed him for a rather long time while the cart
swayed from one end of the road to the other. Nix gave
her a suspicious look, and checked his pockets. He
frowned.

"What'd you take?"

"Nothing."

"Pull the other one."

Interalia leaned back in the seat, humming to herself,
looking very pleased with herself. Nix looked at her
through narrowing eyes.

"You git. You didn't take anything. You just want to
keep me guessing what it was."

"Well, I can't afford to give you a discount."

"This is what you call ravishing?"

"We're within sight of the towers. I'm sure the lugs
can't wait to find out all about Gnomish mating habits."

Nix looked up at the tower. Interalia grinned.



"They've got telescopes. They make things look
bigger."

"Why'd they want to?" said Nix, innocently.

Interalia laughed. "What do you have for us today?"

"First half of the actual water pump," said Nix. "Dad'll
be along day after tomorrow with the other half, and
then we can assemble it and make this place steamy
and hot."

"Oo baby, baby," said Interalia.

 

They hit the part of the road that had paving stones,
and the wheels started to rattle. Copper piping in the
back started shaking, making a noise that drowned out
all conversation. The cart rolled into the courtyard, and
Nix turned off the mechanostrider, then hit the brakes.
The cart came to a standstill. Interalia turned to Nix,
hand on his thigh.

"It's good to see you. Nails is off on a mission.
No-one to talk with. All by myself."

"No-one to stalk with, either?"

"Nope. And I can tell you, it's getting lonely on my
shelf."

"Oh, behave yourself," said Nix.



"I ain't misbehavin'," said Interalia. She gave Nix a
mischievous grin. "Yet."

"Hey, did you manage to get the latest box open?
The one I sent you after the one with the decolletage?"

Interalia grinned. Nice to know her efforts were
appreciated.

"Hm, yes I did, but I think you made a mistake
somewhere, or the stupid lugs broke it in the mail. Far
too easy. Wanna come with? I'll show you."

Nix followed Interalia to her cupboard, and shook his
head at the 'Guard Gnome' sign. Interalia opened the
door, pointed her hand inside.

"It's on the table," she said.

Nix walked in, followed closely by Interalia. Interalia
kicked the door closed behind her, grabbed Nix' arm,
pushed him into the door, pressed her body up against
him and kissed him as though her life depended on it.
She looked at him, eyes gleaming, catching her breath.

"Oh come on," said Nix. "We've done the
pickpocketing."

Interalia started to undo the buttons on Nix' shirt.

"Only one thing that's guaranteed to work against 
pickpockets," she whispered, starting on his belt. "Don't



have any pockets."

 

Interalia was lying on her shelf, eyes closed, with a
happy smile on her face. She was warm, sweaty, and a
bit sticky, and she didn't believe how long she'd done
without this, and how much she'd missed it. Nix lay
close behind her, and his hand was lying on her
stomach. No good at all. She picked it up, and put it
somewhere where it could do some good. Nix' fingers
started to move slowly. Interalia sighed happily. Good
boy.

"Wow," said Nix.

"Yeah," agreed Interalia.

"Um," said Nix, "Not that I'm complaining, you
understand..."

"Good. Keep doing what you're doing, by the way."

"No problem. But what do I owe this to?"

Interalia wriggled a bit. "Does it matter?"

"Inasmuch as I'd quite like to know what I'd have to
do to repeat this."

"Couldn't get your lock open," said Interalia. "You
win. Did I tell you to stop doing that?"



"You're wearing the necklace," said Nix, continuing
the thing he'd been doing. For good measure, he
kissed her behind her ear, which seemed to be
received well.

"Thanks for that. It's nice."

"So?"

"To say thank you for lending me your smoke bombs
and the goggles that go with 'em?" Interalia looked over
her shoulder at Nix. "Seriously. I'd have been toast
without those."

Nix' eyes strayed over Interalia's skin, only now
noticing scratches on her arms and legs, and a dark
blot on her arm. Interalia saw him looking.

"Some good advice. Don't jump through a closed
window unless you really have to."

She turned round, facing him, and put her hand on
his cheek.

"We're in a sodding war. It doesn't look like it,
because this place is nice and quiet, and nobody cares
about it enough to come bothering us. But we are."

Nix looked into her eyes. Ran his fingers from
between her shoulders down to her bottom.

"Nothing happened to that," said Interalia.



"Good," said Nix.

Interalia's smile faded. "I was really going to say
'yes'. You're a great Gnome. Should have done a long
time ago. You've got to take your fun as you find it,
because life's lonely, poor, nasty, brutish and short."

"Isn't that just you?"

Interalia punched him in the ribs.

"I'm serious. I came this close to never seeing you
again. Maybe next time you're here, I won't be. I don't
want there to be anything that I was going to do but
didn't because I thought it'd be funny to wait."

Nix looked into her eyes.

"Had a Warrior girlfriend once. Well, girlfriend...
about two weeks from getting naked with her till she left
for Gnomeregan. She said the same thing. And it's a
load of bollocks."

"Huh?"

"You're great. This..." Nix made a gesture that 
included the cupboard, the bed-shelf, their naked 
bodies. "This is great. But that we've done it, doesn't 
mean I'd miss you any less if you weren't there 
anymore. I still think of that girl now and then. Still 
remember her face. Never forget you either. I'm going



to make lots more locks for you, and you haven't a
snowball's chance in hell of opening them. And still,
you always do. Do you think those locks are easy? You
are the only one so far who's managed to pick any of
the last ten. Nobody else can. I could have stopped
improving on them months ago. But I won't, because
there's you. Do you think because now I've seen you
naked, that I'll stop? Nobody makes locks like I do, and
nobody but you can pick 'em. I don't want that to stop!
You and me, we'll make locks that the bloody gods
can't pick."

"Um," said Interalia.

"I'm not done with you, Interalia. I want to pick your
pockets for lots more years to come. I want to listen to
each one of those stupid jokes of yours, and I'll never
know them all because as long as you're alive, there
are more coming. And, um..."

Interalia looked at Nix, question in her eyes.

"I want to do lots more of this too."

She looked into Nix' eyes, completely lost for words, 
which didn't happen often. For a couple of breaths, she 
tried to think of something to say, and still she couldn't. 
Then it occurred to her. She didn't need to say 
anything. She rolled over on top of Nix, closed her eyes



and kissed him. This time, she really believed that her
life depended on it.

Captain Andral Fairbreeze landed on the bridge,
changed from an albatross into his Elf form, and called
to Dorian Graycloud.

"Mr. Graycloud, some bandages if you please?"

"Light save us, Captain. What happened?"

"Some sailors do not have the proper restraint
against shooting at albatrosses, may they be becalmed
for a year."

Dorian put his Captain's hand on his shoulder and
started winding bandages round his arm.

"Who shot at you?"

"Bunch of Lightless pirates," said Captain Fairbreeze.
"What's worse, they're on a ramming course with us. I
hope the bastards haven't spotted us yet, but that may
be idle hope. If they have anyone on board who knows
tracking spells, then we're in trouble."

Dorian Graycloud ripped the last end of the bandage
in half, and tied it off with a knot.

"What sort are they?"



"Pff. What sort aren't they? I've seen Humans,
Blood-elves, Tauren, even an honest-to-goodness
Draenei. Nice to see that the Horde and the Alliance
can set their differences aside for the common good."

"Evasive course, Captain?"

"Aye. They're heading North. If we change our
heading to West, maybe South-west, they'll pass us
astern." The Captain looked at his navigator. "Unless
the bastards have spotted us, of course, in which case
we're stuffed no matter what we do. Still, South-west if
you please, Mr. Graycloud, while I alert crew and
cargo."

"Aye-aye Sir."



Part 17: Kill or be killed.

Captain Andral Fairbreeze looked South with a grim
look on his face. Far in the distance, he could see the
tip of a mast, and the tops of red and black sails.
Navigator Graycloud stood next to him, quiet, an angry
look on his weathered face.

"Square rigger," said Graycloud. "It'll be on top of us
in hours if we head North."

"Let's make a tack," said the Captain. "Put as much
distance between them and us as we can, then head
South. Just till it gets dark. And then we try to slip by
them in the night."

Dorian Graycloud took a deep breath. "Aye, Cap'n.
That's what I was thinking. Can't go south for too long,
though. Water gets unhealthy there."

"Orcs or pirates, pirates or Orcs."

"What about Orc pirates?"

Andral Fairbreeze grinned at his navigator. "Would
be consistent with the amount of luck we always have
in these waters. Right. Take her through the wind."



With only a few softly spoken words, the crew
jumped to the ropes, and Aviana's Wingbeat turned
round. Smitty walked up onto the bridge.

"That sail to the South. Is that the bad news I think it
is?"

"Correct, Lieutenant," said the Captain. "We'll try to
outmaneuver them for now. They're square-rigged, so
they can't go as far into the wind as we can. But the
bad news is that we need to go North, and they'll easily
outrun us downwind."

"Is there anything we can do?"

The Captain looked into Smitty's eyes. "The usual
tactics for pirates are to jump lightly defended ships,
such as us, with so many men that we haven't a
chance."

"How many?"

"I could see about two dozen people on board. Take
away maybe six for deck crew, and you're left with
about eighteen fighers."

"Are they any good at fighting?"

"Unschooled enthusiasts, most of the time. They rely
on numbers, and they're usually completely ruthless.
They fight like men possessed."



Smitty nodded. "We can take them. We've got five
swords, four shields, one pike, and two shooters, three
if I count Lady Selena. Also three hunters' pets. I'm not
counting on Mr. Cullan. What about your
crewmembers?"

"They're the best seamen, and the best friends I've
ever sailed with, but they are not soldiers."

"Understood. Then let them concentrate on sailing
the ship, and leave the fighting to us. As long as we
can keep them from jumping us all at once, we've got a
good chance."

"Very well. I suggest you keep your men out of sight,
until it is clear there's going to be a fight."

"As you wish."

"Oh, and Lieutenant?"

"Captain?"

"The Bloodsail never take prisoners, and don't
negotiate. If we lose, we all die." Captain Andral
Fairbreeze looked darkly at Smitty. "They also torture
for pleasure and information. Do not let anyone you
care about fall into their hands alive."

 



The sun rose in a blood-red sky. On the bridge of
Aviana's Wingbeat were the Captain, the Navigator and
Smitty. They looked North to see the Bloodsail
Buccaneers bearing down on them, square-rigged sails
trimmed as close to the wind as they could, heaving in
the swell. They were having to change their direction
often. As the Wingbeat's crew watched, they opened
their cannon hatches, rolled out all their cannon and
fired. Cannonballs dropped into the ocean, hissing, a
few dozen yards behind their stern.

"That's right, me hearties," said Dorian Graycloud.
"Waste your ammo, and thank ye kindly for letting us
know your range."

The Captain sneered. "I think it's time to inform them
that we'd like them to bugger off now. Sailor Mistgaze!
Please mount the Gentle Persuader."

"Aye-aye, Sir," said Filyen, and disappeared below
decks.

Underneath the bridge, next to the galley, the
swordsmen were hiding. Filyen pointed at a large
chest.

"Could I get at that, please, Gentlemen?"

From the chest, Filyen took a metal tube about seven 
foot long, and a few things that looked like beer mugs,



which she carried on her back on a piece of rope. She
pointed at Swordsman Stanley Gerald.

"Could you hold on to the barrel and keep it steady?
Just to keep me from knocking into things? Thanks,
you're a darling."

Filyen and Stanley walked out onto the deck.

"Thanks, sweetie. I've got it now. Don't let the nasties
see you."

Swordsman Gerald stared at Filyen. "Bloody hell,
you're strong!"

"Naah, only a light gun. Get out of sight!"

Filyen made her way up the stairs to the bridge, and
mounted the gun on the stern socket. The 'beer mugs',
she dropped on the floor. She selected one of them,
rammed it into the cannon, and turned the screw that
secured it into place. From her pocket, she took two
balls of wax, which she pushed into her ears. Then, she
struck sparks and lit her fuse. She looked at the
Captain.

"Fire at will," said the Captain, with a nod.

Filyen turned her eyes to the pirate ship. She 
grabbed the handle at the back of the cannon, and 
turned it up, making the barrel of the cannon move



along with the movements of the ship. Her swivel gun
was a fairly advanced piece of artillery for the time. It
had a rifle bore, spiral grooves inside the barrel that
made the projectiles spin when they were fired, to keep
them steady. The range of this gun was much, much
longer than the heavy, primitive guns used by the
pirates, though it didn't have the power to sink ships. It
didn't have to. In perfect concentration, Filyen kept the
barrel of her gun pointing at the main mast of the pirate
ship.

"Firing."

Everybody stuck their fingers in their ears. Filyen
touched her fuse to the black powder in her gun, and it
went off with a hellish bang. Filyen's eyes didn't blink as
she followed the trajectory of the shell, with a smile on
her face. Far away on the pirate ship, one of the
yard-arms suddenly sagged, and the sail came down.

"Good shot!" Dorian Graycloud put a hand on
Filyen's shoulder.

"I was aiming for the bridge," said Filyen.

Without looking at her hands, she took the breech 
out of the gun, dropped it behind her and fitted the next. 
This time, she aimed for the pirates' bow sprit. If she 
could get that, their forestay might come loose and all



the masts could come down. Filyen's eyes narrowed,
concentrating on the place where the bow sprit was
attached to the ship. The cannon thundered again.
Filyen shook her head as the shell took out a piece of
the railing, but not much more. She picked up another
breech, this one marked with a red line.

"Grapeshot, Sir. See if I can scare them a bit."

"Carry on, Sailor."

Grapeshot was the least subtle of all the loads she
had. It consisted of many small pieces of lead,
designed to spread over a reasonably small area. It
would kill anyone in that area. Filyen loaded, fired.
Pieces of lead tore into the hull of the ship, ripped
pieces out of the sail. The pirate ship suddenly veered
to port. presenting its side to Aviana's Wingbeat. With a
massive roar, all her cannon belched fire and smoke,
and a hail of cannonballs flew towards them. Only one
of them landed anywhere near the ship.

Filyen had reloaded. Another shell. Her cannon
roared. The shell smashed through the pirate ship
underneath the bridge.

"One left, Captain. Grapeshot."

"Save it," said Captain Fairbreeze. He looked at their
wind vane. "Due south, Mr. Graycloud."



"Aye, Sir."

 

Berrin sat on a chest, in the Fo'c'sle, next to Nægling.
Nægling had drawn her sword, and placed it tip down
on the floor. It rested against her forehead. Her eyes
were closed in concentration. She was waiting for the
order to fight to call upon the Light for her battle spells,
and not a muscle on her whole body moved. The
foredeck was theirs to defend. Berrin looked at Evert,
as though fighting with himself over something. He put
his big, calloused hand on Evert's shaggy head.

"My lad, this is not a fight for you."

Nægling looked up, and watched Berrin as he spoke
a few syllables of power. Evert faded from sight.

"Sister," said Berrin. "I am going to do something I
promised meself I'd never do, but I have to. In yer
prayers, spare a few words, that the poor beast may
forgive me."

Nægling simply nodded, watching Berrin as he stood 
up and gathered his Hunter's magic round him. The 
lights of his spell of resurrection flowed about him, 
gathered in front of him, grew large. Then, there was 
that special sound that grizzly bears make, a deep, 
almost Human voice. Nægling stared. This creature



would easily overlook her by a foot standing on its hind
legs, but it looked... damaged. One of its ears was half
missing. One of its eyes was a milky white, and there
were bald patches on its fur where wounds had healed.
It bowed its large head to Berrin, and gently
head-butted him in the stomach. Berrin ran his fingers
through the fur on the bear's head, and Nægling saw
there were tears in his eyes as he knelt before the
beast.

"I'm sorry, old friend. Sorry for dragging you away
from your rest. Ye have done so much for me already,
and let your blood on the ground for me. And I ain't
gonna lie, that may happen again now. I need your
strength, to keep me and me friends from harm."

Berrin stood up, looking down on his bear.

"But this time, I'll not desert ye. I'm done runnin' away
from any enemy. We will win, or we will die together. By
Rock, Sky and Forest, I swear it."

Berrin looked round to Nægling, and wiped his face
on his shirtsleeve.

"Sister Nægling, let me introduce ye. This is me
grizzly bear. His name is Ben, and in all of Azeroth, ye
will not find one as mighty as he."



Nægling stepped forward, put her hand on the bear's
head. Ben looked up to her, and Nægling laughed,
stroking the fur. She turned her eyes to Berrin.

"He looks like me," she said.

 

Aviana's Wingbeat spent all morning playing cat and
mouse with the pirates, tacking back and forth between
the cannon balls. The soldiers and hunters kept
themselves hidden, while the crew worked their vessel
as though they were joined to it, as though they,
together, were its soul. And who is to say that they
weren't? Finally, in the late afternoon, Captain
Fairbreeze decided that they could no longer risk going
further south. They were getting perilously close to
Durotar, the home of the Orcs, close even to
Orgrimmar itself. Any Orc destroyer or battleship would
have Aviana's Wingbeat in splinters before the day was
done. The captain gave the order, and Aviana's
Wingbeat turned North, quickly picking up speed, her
sail far out, running ahead of the wind, leaping over the
waves like a tiger leaps over the snowy plains.

But this was where the pirate ship came into its own. 
Its many sails spanned across, port to starboard, and 
even with one of them missing, they still had the



advantage over Aviana's Wingbeat, and her single
lateen sail. Captain Fairbreeze turned once again to his
Albatross form and leapt into the air, daring the pirates'
missiles in a reconnaissance flight over the pirate ship.
As the Sun was on its last leg towards the horizon, the
pirates caught up with them. They could hear the
voices, promising pain, suffering, and finally, as a
mercy, death.

Kuryon and Filyen stood on the deck, cutlasses in
their hands that were, against this many enemies,
mostly ornamental. They were there only to keep up
the illusion to the very last. Kuryon put his hand on
Filyen's shoulder, and they smiled at each other.

"Filyen Mistgaze, you know what I'm like with the
ladies. I just want you to know. For you, and only for
you, I meant every word."

"Now, he tells me," said Filyen. She swished her
cutlass in the air, and made ready to run for her life.

There was a shout from the bridge as the pirate ship
drew up alongside.

"Here they come!"

 

Metal hooks were thrown aboard, and the pirates 
pulled the ships together. The pirate ship crunched into



Aviana's Wingbeat, and with cries of bloodlust, pirates
leapt on board. Filyen ran aft. Kuryon ran fore'ard.
Smitty sprang up from his hiding place under a sail on
the bridge.

"Attack!"

With shields in front of them, swords out, and Sandra
Pike behind them, the soldiers ran out of the galley.
They placed their shields in a wall, and slashed and
stabbed out at the pirates. Sandra stood behind them,
and with her long pike stabbed any of the pirates that
were unbalanced by the sword fighters. The door to the
Fo'c'sle opened, and Nægling came running out,
looking where the fight was.

Smitty shouted. "Nægling! Up on the Fo'c'sle! Get
'em!"

Nægling turned round, and ran up the stairs. Two,
three Humans had swung onto the foredeck on lines
attached to the yard-arms of their ship. Battle spells
blazing, Nægling was upon them. One fell to her sword
before any of them thought to fight back. There was a
bang of a gun being fired on the bridge, and one of the
pirates on the foredeck stumbled, and fell.

Hieronimo pulled the lever that put the next chamber 
up, aimed and fired again. She looked down on the



main deck, and yelled a warning, unnecessarily. The
massive figures were impossible to miss. Taller than
even the tallest of Elves, clad in chainmail, heads like a
bull's with horns pointing forward. Gold rings were in
their noses, and double-headed axes were in their
three-fingered hands. The Tauren warriors bellowed,
and jumped on board, swinging their axes. Swordsmen
Brian Rhodes and Jack Alan leapt forward, shields out,
catching the axes on the start of the downswing, before
they could gain momentum and force. Since the
monsters had their arms in the air, they had a
wonderful opportunity to stab them in the stomach.
Their swords could not penetrate the taurens' armour,
and they were shoved backwards.

With a fierce cry, Sandra Pike leapt forward. The 
sharp point of her pike pierced the chainmail armour, 
over the heads of her fellow soldiers. With an 
incredulous look in his eyes, the big Tauren looked at 
the spear in his chest, then at the puny Human woman 
who held it. He tried to grab the spearhead, but Sandra 
Pike pulled it back in a vicious slash that severed one 
of the tauren's fingers. She turned the spear round, and 
with the sharp hook on the back side of the pike, pulled 
the Tauren forward. The creature fell on his knees, then



on his face. Two swords found gaps in the chainmail
armour, and the Tauren lay still.

There was a cry, words in the Dwarven language,
and a large ball of dark fur wrenched itself through the
galley door, raised itself on its hind feet, then charged.
Half a tonne of anger unleashed itself upon the pirates,
biting, raking enemies with its claws. From the other
side, Bjorn joined the fray. Together, the two bears
jumped on the remaining Tauren. Claws like steel
ripped through armour as if it were paper, and the
Tauren fell down, neck broken, bleeding, dead.

Sandra raised her pike, took a step back.

"That was fun! Got any more ye bastards?"

Smitty's voice rang out from the bridge: "Shields up!
Archers!"

A half dozen arrows came flying from the pirate ship.
As one man, the swordsmen raised their shields, and
Sandra ducked behind as the arrows clattered on the
upturned shields.

"Selena! Hieronimo! Berrin! Target their archers!"

Selena's eyes narrowed as she pulled out another 
arrow. "Please," she murmured. She drew back, 
sighted along the arrow on one of the Blood-elf archers 
and let fly. She scored a direct chest hit, and the archer



fell to his knees, trying to pull the arrow out. His
movements slowed down, and he fell on his face.

 

More pirates, Humans, Goblins, Elves, came running
towards the midships, cutlasses out, roaring with
blood-lust. The shield wall held, and the deck became
dangerously slippery with blood. The captain of the
pirate ship screamed, and about half a dozen pirates of
all shapes and sizes ran to the foredeck, where
Nægling was fighting alone, keeping pirates away from
Berrin so Berrin could shoot. This sudden onslaught
was too much, though. Nobody wanted to be within
sword's reach of her, but she could not keep them all
back, and two came through. They ran past her, and
one of them attacked Berrin. The other ran down to the
deck, behind the swordsmen.

"Hunter's pets to the foredeck," shouted Smitty.

Hugin leapt into the air, and plunged down on the
pirates fighting Nægling. She grabbed one of the
pirates, a Goblin, in her talons, and dropped him
screaming over the side. Bjorn and Ben ran up the
stairs, to Nægling's aid.

 



One of the pirates had made it through the defences
of Nægling and Berrin, and found himself behind the
row of swordsmen, on the midships deck. He looked
round, trying to figure out where he could do the most
damage, then saw Filyen standing back to the Fo'c'sle,
cutlass in hand, glaring at him. A cruel grin was on his
face as he ran towards her. With eyes large with fear,
Filyen struck out at the pirate. The pirate dodged her
blade, closed in and stabbed. Filyen looked down and
saw the blade deep in her stomach, astonished that it
didn't even hurt. The pirate twisted the blade, pulled it
out and pushed its flat side against Filyen's throat,
pushing her up against the fo'c'sle. The pain hit. Filyen
screamed.

"Got you, you little bitch. I love girls who think they
can fight. Love to watch them die. You're gonna die."

He pushed his fingers into Filyen's stomach. She
screamed with the sudden stab of pain.

"All I need to do to kill you now is turn my blade.
Want me to kill you yet? You will. Think it hurts now?
This is nothing. Your bile is leaking into your gut. It's
gonna hurt a lot more. How about it girl? Quick slit of
the throat?"

"No!"



"Maybe I'll leave you to stew for a bit. When we're
done killing your friends, we can have some fun with
you."

Far away on the bridge, Hieronimo glanced across,
and saw Filyen and the pirate. She knelt down, put her
gun on the railing to steady it and aimed. The pirate's
body was in front of Filyen's. Couldn't shoot one without
hitting the other. Hieronimo frowned in concentration.

"Move yer head, woman. Move yer head!"

The pirate pushed the blunt edge of his cutlass
harder into Filyen's throat, making her choke. His other
hand grabbed her breast like a claw. He whispered in
her ear. Filyen could feel his breath, his spit, on her
cheek.

"You're going to die with me on top of you, sweet
thing. I'm going to look into your eyes when you-"

There was a sound like a sledge hammer hitting a
melon, and the pirate's skull exploded in a rain of blood
and bone fragments, all over Filyen's face. She
screamed, then slowly slid down the wall of the fo'c'sle,
leaving a dark smear of blood.

"Got you, ye bastard," said Hieronimo.



In his hiding place in the galley, Cullan could just see
Nægling fight. Deep within him, the Beast wanted to
fight by her side, then when all enemies were dead,
curl up at her feet and spend the rest of his life looking
at her. This mildly annoyed Cullan. It would be very
undignified. Freja Ravenwing sat next to him, also
watching the fight. Noises of battle were all round them,
guns firing, people screaming. Above all, they heard
Lieutenant Smith's voice shouting orders.

"Oh fils de salope," said Freja, suddenly. She pointed
across the deck. They saw Filyen slump against the
wall, then lie on her back, breathing fast.

"Oh dear," said Cullan.

"Well get her here, Mr. Cullan. What are you waiting
for?"

"Quite."

Cullan ran out of the galley, across the deck. Filyen 
lay slumped against the fo'c'sle, the pirate, sans head, 
lying across her legs. Cullan grabbed the corpse by an 
arm and a leg, and shifted it over the railing, splashing 
down into the sea. He put one arm underneath Filyen's 
shoulders, another underneath her knees and picked 
her up from the floor. Filyen cried out, eyes screwed 
shut. She looked up into Cullan's face, tears streaking



her face.

"I don't want to die."

Cullan moved. "You won't, Miss Mistgaze. The
Captain would not allow it."

"Hurts... please."

Another one of the pirates had managed to break
through and came running towards Cullan. Bjorn the
bear leapt on him. Cullan ran through to the galley,
where Freja had already cleared the table, and rolled
up a blanket at one end to use as a pillow.

"Up here, Mr. Cullan. Quick!"

Cullan gently put Filyen down on the table. Freja
grabbed one of her knives and without hesitating cut
Filyen's shirt and pulled it open. A large wound was in
Filyen's abdomen. A trickle of blood ran down the table.
Freja took a deep breath, and put her hands on the
wound. She concentrated, and a green glow
surrounded her hands and Filyen's stomach. Pearls of
sweat were on her forehead. Filyen's eyes were closed,
and she cried in small sobs. The green glow
disappeared. Filyen stirred.

Freja looked at Cullan. "Keep her steady, Mr. Cullan.
I'm not done yet. Talk to her. Keep her mind off..." she
jerked her head at Filyen's stomach.



Cullan picked up Filyen's hand, gently stroked her
cheek.

"Those are very interesting markings, Miss Mistgaze.
They complement the colour of your hair very well.
What are they, if I may ask?"

Filyen opened her eyes. "Am I... am I going to..."

"Mrs. Ravenwing is seeing to it, Miss Mistgaze. Do
not think about it. She's just..." He looked at Freja.

"Out of mana," said Freja, who was sitting on a
bench, eyes closed, taking deep breaths. "Won't take a
minute. Pool the size of a thimble."

"Freja..." Filyen suddenly closed her eyes,
whimpering.

"Miss Mistgaze? Keep still. Your friend Mr. Swellrider
will be complimenting you on your beauty for many
years to come."

"Kuryon?" Filyen opened her eyes, looked at Cullan.
"He hasn't done that for... at least twenty years."

"Why not? You certainly deserve any compliment
you receive."

"He's..." Filyen groaned. "Not interested in me... any
woman... but his..." She faltered.

Freja put her hand on Cullan's shoulder.



"Time for another go."

Freja once more cast her spell of healing, until her
mana was all used. She took deep breaths. Cullan
whispered in her ear.

"The wound is still open. Are you able..."

Freja shook her head. "Working on internal injuries
first. Easier that way. May need bandages. Excuse me.
Must refill. Keep her talking. Keep her mind off the pain.
Keep her still."

Cullan picked up Filyen's hard, strong hand, and
gently stroked it.

"Mr. Swellrider is not interested in women? That is
not my impression. He has a persistence worthy of a
better cause."

Despite everything, Filyen smiled.

"And is it... is it working?"

"Well, no. But not for lack of trying. He might want to
change his tactics away from making personal remarks,
however flattering."

"Knows exactly... what he's doing." She blinked
slowly. "I remember. The first time I came on board.
Saw him. Thought all my birthdays come at once."

"Did you?"



"He's... good looking. No?"

"A fine figure of a Night-elf, that much I can see. I
don't feel I am competent to say more."

"Trust me. Any girl. Leap on him with half a chance.
Makes you sick to watch it."

"And this does not agree with him?"

"Only eyes for two girls. Wife. Daughter. Other
women. Just annoy him."

Cullan laughed quietly. "I think I understand. He puts
women off deliberately by being overly... let us call it
ardent. Did that work with you?"

Filyen tilted her head back. "I'm all over him first
night. He told me he wanted to eat chocolate off my..."

"Anatomy," said Cullan, with a glint in his eyes.

"And more," said Filyen. "Slept on the poop deck for
a week. Then Freja explained."

Freja gently nudged Cullan aside, put her hands on
Filyen's stomach for a third time. Filyen sighed. The
green glow of Freja's magic appeared again. The door
banged open, and a big Orc appeared in the doorway.

"Healer! Kill healer! Lok'tar!"

Freja yelled, and threw pans and knives at the Orc. 
Cullan gently laid down Filyen's hand. He reached for



his daggers, a blue light gleaming in his eyes.
Cuchullainn turned round, and sprang forward, with a
feral growl. His poisoned daggers struck home once,
twice, three times. He snarled at the Orc, dark green
blood spattering over him. The Orc staggered, hand on
Cuchullainn's shoulder, then slumped to the ground.

Freja stared, mouth hanging open, cookpot in her
hand. She slowly lowered it to the ground and looked at
the dead Orc, then back up at Cuchullainn.

"Now who's going to clean that all up, hm?"

Cuchullainn growled. "Ask the house servant. It's his
job." He closed his eyes, breathed in deep, and found
back the soothing melody of the Ritual. Cullan nodded
at Freja.

"I will see to it as soon as this fight is over. Unless we
lose. Then, the pirates can clean it up themselves."

The captain of the Bloodsail Buccaneers' pirate ship 
was not an idiot, sad to say. He had expected to 
capture a small, fat little ship with at most five or six 
crewmembers on board who could keep the crew 
entertained for hours while he swindled away their part 
of the loot. Instead, he'd hit on a ship full of soldiers,



who were bored, and spoiling for a fight. He'd lost half
his fighters already. Time and past time to pull out the
heavy guns.

Selena was the first to spot him. A large, hooved,
blue-skinned individual, dressed in hooded robes, staff
in his hand.

"Mage!" she yelled. "Watch it!"

She pulled back an arrow, let fly at the mage. Just
before the arrow hit the mage, it bounced off an
invisible barrier and skipped off.

"He's shielded!"

And that was all anyone said for a while. The mage
raised his staff, pointed his hand forward, and let fly a
barrage of fireballs. The soldiers on the middle deck
ducked behind their shields. Nægling turned her back
to the mage, offering a quick prayer to the Light. Smitty
raised his shield and pulled Selena behind him. He set
his teeth as fireballs smashed into his shield, almost
making it glow.

Captain Andral Fairbreeze scowled. "Oh damn you,
I'm not having that! Mr. Graycloud, deal with those
fires. I'm going under."

The Captain leapt overboard, and disappeared below
the surface.



On the middle deck, things were becoming
worrisome. Swordsman Gerald had been a fraction of a
second late ducking behind his shield and had been hit
on the shoulder with a fireball. His clothes were on fire,
and he was rolling on the deck, screaming, trying to put
out the flames. Cullan came running out of the galley
carrying a bucket of water, which he splashed over Mr.
Gerald, putting out the flames. Gerald's eyes were
staring at the sky. His shoulder piece had melted, and
the skin on his entire shoulder had turned black. Cullan
took one look at the pirate ship, grabbed Swordsman
Gerrald by his good arm and dragged him, screaming,
into the galley for Freja to look at.

The swordsmen on the middle deck re-formed their
much thinner shield wall. Meanwhile, the hunters
opened fire on the mage, who didn't seem to be
affected much. Dorian and Kuryon ran from one end of
the ship to the other, dodging pirates, tossing buckets
of water at any starting fire.

There was a shout from Berrin. His grizzly Ben 
stopped what he was doing, then took a run-up and 
jumped on board of the pirate ship, making straight for 
the mage. Pirates attacked him from all sides, but the 
grizzly bear, grown to monstrous size in his rage, took



no notice. The mage saw him coming, and gathered his
magic for a fireball. He never got the chance. Ben
crashed into the mage, grabbed his arm between his
teeth, and tore it of in one jerk. Then, he went for the
throat. The mage fell down in a crumpled heap and did
not move again. All the pirates now attacked Ben from
all sides, stabbing, slashing, trying to stay out of reach
of tooth and claw. In a final surge of rage, Ben stood on
his hind legs, swiped at all his enemies at the same
time. Half a dozen swords, cutlasses pierced him, and
with a final roar, he fell onto his back. The pirates
hacked his body to pieces, cooling their anger on an
enemy that wouldn't fight back anymore.

Berrin's eyes opened wide. He threw away his gun
and pulled out his double-headed war axe. With a
fierce Dwarvish battle cry, he ran down to the pirates.
At that moment, just as he jumped, the ships were
driven apart by a wave. A big Tauren saw him coming,
swung his mace and caught Berrin in mid-air. Berrin fell
between the two ships, just before they smashed
together again, and was gone.

 

Smitty had thrown away his shield, because it was 
too hot to hold on to. He'd just seen the fire mage fall,



and the events afterwards. He looked over the deck.
Kuryon and Dorian had put out all the fires, and Dorian
was heading back up to the bridge. Berrin was gone.
Swordsman Gerrald was out of action. Nægling was
unhurt, a shining figure in the gloom on the foredeck.
Behind him, Selena screamed.

"Watch out!"

Smitty turned round in a flash, to see a chain-mailed
Orc charging towards him. He kept spinning, out of the
way, and slashed at the Orc's back, without much
effect. The Orc stopped himself just before going over
the side, turned round, and faced Smitty.

"Going to break you little Man. You watch what we
do with women while you die!"

Smitty didn't say anything, but charged in, slashing
out with his sword. The Orc parried his stroke,
counter-thrust. Smitty retreated, and the stroke went
wide. The Orc stepped forward, slashing out with his
scimitar. Smitty flicked the blade away, pushed forward.
The Orc grabbed Smitty's sword arm, pulled it upwards
and slashed down with his scimitar, hitting Smitty in the
head and chest. Smitty fell onto his back, and the Orc
stepped forward for the final blow.



He never got that far. With a deafening screech,
Hugin dived into his face, attacking with beak and
talons. The Orc's arms flailed round wildly, trying to
grab the bird. He managed to grab Hugin's leg on the
third try, and smashed the bird onto the deck with all
his might, then stamped his foot down on her head.

He looked up, one eye remaining, blood spraying in a
regular rhythm from his neck. Selena stood ten yards
away, and shot an armour piercing arrow into the Orc's
chest. The Orc looked at it, then back at Selena. A
second arrow hit the Orc. Then, a third. The Orc
swayed on his legs. and Selena, out of arrows, ran
towards him, staff out, and thrust the iron shodding
straight into the Orc's remaining eye. The Orc
staggered backwards, clutching at his head, stumbled,
and fell overboard, dragged down by his armour. Even
before his body hit the water, Selena was on her knees
next to Smitty, and pulled off his helm. His face was
frighteningly still.

"Joseph!"

Selena wanted to slap Joseph's face, make him look
at her, make him not be... not be...

"Ow," said Smitty. "That hurt."



Dorian Graycloud walked up. "You see those Orcs?
When they swing those ruddy big swords of theirs, you
don't want to be in front of them."

"Thank you, Navigator," said Smitty, trying to get up
and failing.

At that moment, the whole pirate ship quivered.
Selena looked over, and could just see the pirate's
helmsman being thrown over the side by a sudden
movement of the steering wheel. Dorian Graycloud
grinned.

"Those bastards have made the last mistake of their
lives," he said.

Selena looked at him. "What's that?"

"They have pissed off Captain Andral Fairbreeze."
He looked at Selena. "Whatever you do. Don't piss off
the Captain. That was him taking out their rudder."

Smitty was still struggling to get up, without success.
Selena put a hand on his shoulder.

"Stay here," she said. Then, she ran to the railing of
the bridge and yelled.

"Cullan! The Lieutenant needs medical attention! 
Come get him! Sandra? Take your men to the pirate 
ship. Nægling! Help them! Hieronimo? Stay here. Let



Bjorn take care of anyone that comes here, you shoot
whoever needs shooting."

Everybody looked at Selena, mouths hanging open.

"DO it!"

Selena watched as the soldiers boarded the pirate
vessel. No pet. No arrows left. No fighting skills to
speak of. No use at all. May as well become
Management. Next to her, Hieronimo's gun went off.

Nægling sheathed her sword, found one of the ropes
that the pirates had used to swing aboard, and used it.
There were about twelve pirates left, including crew.
Like on board Aviana's Wingbeat, the crew wasn't
much use fighting. Unlike on board Aviana's Wingbeat,
they died quickly.

The remaining pirates were a different matter. They 
were only six, but they were the best of the fighters, still 
alive after all this time, and they fought for their lives, 
no longer for fun and profit. The Caer Bannog soldiers 
surrounded them, but the pirates fought off every 
attack, slowly retreating to the far railing. Two fell, more 
due to bad luck than bad judgement. Then, behind 
them, the sea started to boil. With a terrifying hiss, the 
head of an enormous sea snake appeared above the 
water, looked down, and fell on top of the last four



pirates. The Caer Bannog soldiers retreated as with
frightening speed, the snake wrapped itself round the
pirates, and crushed them with incredible force. The
snake slid back into the water, taking the pirates with it.
It reappeared on the surface, slithered on board, and
shrunk, changed shape. Captain Andral Fairbreeze
took a deep breath of fresh sea air, then calmly walked
to the bridge, up to the pirate captain.

The captain was a Blood-elf, impeccably dressed in
black trousers, a spotless white shirt and a scarlet
overcoat. He drew his sabre, raised it in front of his
face, swished it through the air, then dropped it at the
Captain's feet.

"I surrender," he said.

Captain Andral took one step forward, and with one
punch knocked the pirate captain off his feet. He looked
at Swordsman Rhodes.

"Tie him to the wheel."

"Aye, Sir," said Swordsman Rhodes.

"Captain?"

"Yes, Lady Selena?"

"I have a request to make of you."



 

Selena stood on the deck of the ship, near the
bridge, and looked down on the bodies. Swordsman
Stanley Gerald had died of his wounds not an hour
earlier. Uncle Berrin lay next to him. It would have been
nice to say that they looked like they were sleeping, but
they didn't. Every drop of their suffering was clearly
visible on their faces. Selena pulled a piece of canvas
over them, turned round. Filyen was still fighting for her
life, under the care of Freja. Smitty had had a nasty
knock but would live. Selena looked at the pirate ship.
At the wheel, she could see the pirate captain. Captain
Fairbreeze stood in front of him, talking.

 

"What do you intend to do with me?"

"I intend to let you go," said Captain Fairbreeze.

"I may be worth a ransom."

"Really? How nice."

Dorian Graycloud walked up.

"What's in the hold, Navigator?"

"Linen. Silk from Shadowmoon. A few chests of gold
and jewels. Not much. They were only just starting this
trip."



"Would you suggest we take the gold on board?"

Navigator Graycloud shook his grey shaggy head,
and spat on the deck.

"Blood money. Take it on board, and we'll be at the
bottom of the sea before the month is out."

"Any papers? Documents? Maps? We like those, no
matter how much blood is on them."

"Small suitcase. It's in your cabin now."

"Very well. Then I think we should not trouble our
Captain any further. He has urgent matters to attend
to."

Captain Fairbreeze turned round, and everybody
returned to Aviana's Wingbeat. The ropes were cut,
and the ships drifted apart. Kuryon stood by with a few
bottles. closed off with a piece of cloth, filled with a
strange-smelling liquid. A length of rope was attached
to them. Using a flint and steel, Kuryon lit the cloth at
the end of the bottles, and handed one to the captain,
one to Dorian Graycloud. The captain swung the bottle
round on its rope, and with a heave launched it onto the
deck of the pirate ship. It shattered into a thousand
pieces, and the deck of the pirate ship became one sea
of flame. Dorian Graycloud did the same, on the
foredeck.



Selena looked at the burning ship, and could hear its
captain screaming curses, offering gold, pleading for
mercy. She thought of Uncle Berrin, Stanley Gerrald,
poor Filyen lying still in pain in the galley, and... her
Joseph. Alive only because of his incredible luck and
the workmanship of the Caer Bannog armourers. She
sprang forward, and snatched the last fire bottle from
Kuryon's hand. Placing her feet firmly on the deck, she
swung it round in a circle, once, twice, three times, then
let it go, It landed near the bridge. She turned her back
on the burning ship, ignored the screams of its single
passenger, and looked at the Captain.

"I think we're done here."

"We are. Mr. Graycloud, Raise the sail. Head North."

Navigator Graycloud pointed at two soldiers, then at
the ropes.

"When I say pull," he said, "pull."

Smitty was lying in the captain's bed. The captain 
had generously allowed him to, because he didn't 
intend to go below decks before he could see 
Teldrassil. Selena was sitting next to him, with a bowl 
of water and some cloth, cleaning his wounds. Luckily,



there was very little broken skin, but there were nasty
bruises. He was still not breathing as easily as he'd
want. He looked up into Selena's blue eyes, gleaming
in the candle light.

"You shouldn't do this," he said.

"Nonsense," said Selena. "You put your body
between me and someone who wanted to torture and
then kill me, and goodness knows what else. I am
seeing to your injuries. This is right and proper."

"There's a healer on board."

"Freja is taking care of Filyen, poor girl. She's much
worse off than you. Besides." Selena smiled. "I don't
mind. I don't get to see you with your shirt off as often
as I did at the Caer."

"I was only..."

Selena threw her wet cloth into Smitty's face.

"Don't you dare trying to tell me you just did that
because it's your job. I'll slap you, and I won't believe
you."

Selena picked up her cloth, dropped it in the water
bowl and opened a jar of ointment.

"This'll help with the bruises, and keep the cut clean."



Smitty said nothing as Selena gently applied
sweet-smelling salve to his chest. He looked at her
face, serious, concentrated. She noticed him looking at
her, and smiled as if the sun broke through. He couldn't
bear to watch it, looked at her hands instead. Even her
hands had freckles on them.

"Sit up," she said, and picked up a roll of linen. Smitty
raised his arms, and looked at the wall as Selena
wrapped loops of bandage round his chest, face very
close to his.

"Hold, please."

Smitty put his fingers on the end of the bandage
while Selena found one of those small bits of metal and
elastic that would keep the bandage tight. She gently
ran her fingers over his chest.

"There," she said. "You look just like a wounded
soldier should. Very brave."

"Thank you Lady Selena," said Smitty.

"I've just patched you up," said Selena, "So I won't
slap you for that. Is it so hard just to call me Selena?
You did in the fight."

"That was in battle. I wasn't thinking about it. I
apologise."



"Damn you. Without you, I'd have been burnt to a
crisp and then hacked to pieces by an Orc. Without
you, I'd be undead now, roaming the Wetlands with
bones sticking through my skin. If that's not a good
enough reason for me to love you, then I don't know
what is."

Smitty's eyes looked into those of the Lady of the
castle. Sister of his commander. Quite possibly his
future commander. His eyes showed pain, sadness.

"Selena," he said. "I can't. I simply can't."

She gave him a long, long look. Then, she gathered
up the rest of her bandages, waterbowl, ointment, and
without another word, left the room.



Part 18: Healing of body and soul

 

The moon was shining brightly, when Aviana's
Wingbeat drew up to the piers of Rut'theran Village.
Captain Andral signed himself in, and was shown
where he could lie by for a while, until his orders came
in. Arranging for his cargo to be re-loaded onto a ship
bound for Stormwind took up most of the night. It would
appear that the regular ferry between Auberdine and
Stormwind would have the necessary space in the
hold. Good. Admiralty orders took precedence over
everything, of course, but Captain Andral had a
reputation to consider. Goods had to be delivered. And
then, there was the other thing to be arranged.

"I have dead bodies on board, Dockmaster.
Casualties of a fight with the Bloodsail Buccaneers."

"Elune save us. And you came out of that alive? Well
done, Captain."

The Captain grinned. "We had passengers on board.
They didn't appreciate their trip being disturbed. Could
have got ugly otherwise."



"Well, that's the first time I hear that passengers are
good for something. Usually, they just complain."

Captain Andral shook his head. "The casualties are
passengers, Elune light their path. I suppose they'll
have to be buried here. So I need one Human size
coffin, one Dwarf."

"Hmm. I heard a story once, where a Human
admiral-at-sea died in a battle, and for some reason he
had to be buried at home. And they were two months
away."

"That sounds like it could have gotten a bit smelly."

"Well, they had a solution to that. They put him in a
coffin, and filled it with brandywine."

Captain Andral laughed. "Pickled admiral? By the
Gods, why is it that all the stories I hear about the
Human Navy include strong drink in one way or
another?"

The Dockmaster grinned. "Oh, you haven't heard the
best yet. You know how the Human sailors like their
drink? And here was the Old Man, bathing in it."

Captain Andral stared wide-eyed at the Dock master.
"Oh, please. Please don't tell me. They didn't!"



"With straws. By the time they pulled into port, the
Admiral was dryer than a Tanaris Goblin."

"Right," said the captain. "I'm not having that on
board my girl. So, coffins please."

Early the next morning, Stanley Gerald and Berrin
Rockwalker were put in their coffins. Swordsman
Gerald was carried ashore by Cullan, Kuryon and
Dorian Graycloud. Swordsmen Jack Alan and Brian
Rhodes carried Berrin. Hieronimo glared at them.

"Head first, you zakkenwassers! You carry a fallen
soldier head first."

"All right, all right," said Jack Alan. "Keep your shirt
on. Head first it is."

Smitty walked with Selena and Hieronimo at the
head of their small procession. The mortuary was at the
far end of the Warrior's terrace, and they placed the
coffins in a cool room made of stone. Hieronimo
stamped the floor.

"I have to admit, they did what they could with this
room, but still, I can feel the soil underneath." She
sighed. "Dwarfs want to be buried in good solid rock."



She walked over to Berrin's coffin and put her hand
on it. She looked round.

"Who's going to bury him?"

Selena sighed, then something occurred to her.

"I know exactly who to talk to!"

"Permission to come aboard, Captain?"

Captain Andral Fairbreeze walked over to the railing
and leaned on it.

"That depends, Mr. Wavecrest. Do you have
honourable intentions towards my crewmembers?"

Breladon Wavecrest grinned. "I can vouch for all
except Sailor Mistgaze, Captain. I must confess to
some slightly dishonourable intentions towards Filyen,
though I have had no complaints from her."

"Permission granted, Breladon. She's in the galley.
But before you go there, she's been hurt. We've been
in a fight."

Breladon gave the Captain a horrified look. The
captain put a hand on his shoulder.

"Don't worry. She's out of danger, but she is still in a
lot of pain. Try not to outstay your welcome."



Breladon nodded, then walked into the galley. Filyen
was still lying on the galley table, eyes closed. A
bandage was round her waist, a little blood seeping
through it. Freja sat next to her. She gave Breladon a
big smile.

"I thought I saw your ship. She'll feel better for seeing
you."

"How..." Breladon swallowed. Filyen's face was pale.
Pain was on it, and she was making small noises in her
sleep. "How is she?"

"I managed to heal her enough that she'll live. We'll
have to get a priest in to do the rest, I'm quite spent."

"Breladon?" Filyen opened her eyes. "I thought I
heard you."

Breladon took Filyen's hand between his, sat down
next to her, looking into her eyes.

"What happened?"

Filyen shivered, then her jaw set, and she made
herself smile.

"Some Human thought I was a pig, and spitted me."

"What? What Human? I saw some Humans leave
ship just now. One of them?"



Filyen slowly shook her head. "No. Pirates. These
Humans saved us all. And this... Dwarf girl. Pirates all
dead."

Freja put a hand on Breladon's arm.

"Easy, Sailor. She's still very weak."

Breladon looked at Freja. "You saved her life."

Freja sighed. "I suppose. I wish I could have done
more."

"Thank you," said Breladon. He pulled Freja to him
and held her close. "Thank you."

He stood up, and looked from Freja to Filyen.

"I know just who we need. Don't move."

Filyen rolled her eyes, and pointed a hand at her
bandaged stomach, but Breladon didn't notice. He
turned round and ran out of the galley. Filyen turned
her eyes to Freja.

"How come you get hugs?"

Selena walked up to one of the tall, purple-skinned
guards, and scraped up all the Darnassian she'd learnt
from Ariciel.

"Ishnu-alah. Temple de Lune?"



The guard looked down on the young, freckled,
Human girl.

"Temple de la Lune." She switched to Common, and
pointed. "It's over there. The large white building."

Selena looked. The white building dominated the
landscape. Ah. She smiled at the guard.

"Thank you."

"Dis rien."

They walked along the path, Selena in front,
Hieronimo behind her. The rest of the Humans followed
at a small distance.

"There's this Priestess I know, she was at the Caer a
while back, she's called Lirael and she's a singer in the
Temple Choir, she's got an amazing voice, you have to
hear it, it'll knock you over, she was in Stormwind
Cathedral with the choir and we were there with Ariciel
and Bannog and the Draenei, and Mira, she's a Druid,
and Lirael did a solo, and it was awesome."

"Yeah, yeah," said Hieronimo.

"She'll know who we need to ask for the funeral, and 
it'll be great to see her again, haven't seen her since... 
forever, and she's amazing at healing, healed Smitty of 
an arrow wound back at the Caer, so she can have a



look at Filyen as well, just hope she's here and not on a
trip to goodness knows where with the Choir."

Hieronimo grunted. She couldn't quite work up the
enthusiasm for Elves the way Selena could. She quietly
let Selena's words wash over her as they walked up the
path to the Moon Temple. It was one of the very few
buildings here that was actually made of stone. How
they were able to build a stone building on, well, wood,
without it sagging and cracks appearing everywhere,
was beyond her. they entered the temple, and
Hieronimo sneered. Oh, that was just like Elves. Build a
nice stone building, and then have grass and trees
inside it. Selena walked up to the first Elf she could
see.

"Ishnu-alah, Miss. My name is Selena of Caer
Bannog. I'm looking for Priestess Lirael. Do you know
where she is?"

Teacher Jandria smiled. "Yes, I do. So you are from
Caer Bannog? I've heard that name before. Didn't
Lirael go there a while back, with her Druid friend?"

"She did. She was wonderful, helping us in the siege.
Is she here?"

There was a squeal behind Selena, and someone
grabbed her from behind and hugged her.



"Selena! What in the name of the Light are you doing
here?"

Selena turned round, and returned Lirael's hug, with
a force that surprised even herself.

"Lirael. It's so good to see you."

Lirael put her hands on Selena's shoulders. How she
had changed! Her face was more serious, as if life had
poured memories on it, happy and sad. The eyes were
still bright and blue. Lirael noticed the small group of
Humans hovering by the entrance. She grinned.

"Oo! You've brought that tasty Lieutenant as well. As
soon as I'm done here, I'm taking you dress shopping.
How's his butt these days? Just professional interest,
you understand. Long term effect of Flash Heal and all
that."

"Meh," said Selena. "I could probably run round
naked in front of him and he would just look the other
way."

Lirael studied Selena's face again, then pulled her
close, whispering in her ear.

"I'm still taking you dress shopping. Show the silly
man what he's missing."



Breladon came rushing down the dock towards
Aviana's Wingbeat, followed by a dark-haired Druid girl.
He jumped on board, almost pulling her along with him.
Nægling stood on the deck, having decided to stand
guard for a bit, to keep Aviana's Wingbeat safe from
whatever prowled the docks of Rut'theran Village. In
this case, Night-elves.

"Good morning. Can I help you?"

The Druid girl looked at Nægling, and went 'Ah'. So
Breladon was the second Elf she knew who went in for
Humans. She grinned.

"Cease your worry, cease your fear, your Cenarion
Circle healer's here," she said, raising her hand up
towards Nægling. A green glow started to show
between her fingers.

Nægling's hand shot out, and grabbed the healer
girl's arm.

"The patient is in the galley," she said.

"She is? You're not the patient?"

"No."

The girl walked down to the galley. She looked over
her shoulder at Nægling.

"I'll be back for you, though."



Breladon followed the healer into the galley, and
pointed at Filyen. Freja looked up.

"A Druid?"

"Not just any Druid! This is Mira of Almadan!"

Mira folded her hands, and nodded at Freja.

"At your service. I take it this woman does want to be
healed?"

"I'm sure she'll be honoured."

Mira nodded, and stepped over to Filyen. She
produced a knife and cut away the blood-soaked
bandage, a worried look on her face. Then, she held
her hand over Filyen's stomach, and concentrated. Her
magic started to flow, and surrounded Filyen, who
opened her eyes, looked up at the ceiling, and took a
sharp breath. The wound on her stomach closed,
disappeared. Filyen sighed, closed her eyes, and her
head sagged down.

Breladon's jaw dropped, and he grabbed Mira's arm.
"What's wrong?"

Mira sneered at him. "Nothing! Poor girl is exhausted
from not having a proper sleep for a week! She's
asleep now, so fermez la. Stars and stones, what do
you think I did? Put her out of her misery?"



Freja laughed. "Can we move her now? I'd like my
table back. Lunch is coming up."

"I'm sure we can find a big strong dumb male to carry
her to her bed."

Breladon coughed, and gently picked Filyen up. He
started to carry her to the foredeck.

"Mind her head," said Mira.

"You know where she sleeps," said Freja, with a
smirk.

Breladon, Filyen in his arms, walked sideways out of
the door and disappeared fore'ard. Freja pulled out a
mug, and poured tea for Mira.

"Thank you, Miss Almadan. You did a better job than
I did."

Mira took a small sip of hot tea, then shook her head.
"Not so. You kept her alive. If you hadn't, there would
have been nothing that I could have done."

"I only wish I could have done the same for that poor 
Human. Useless. Burns all over his body, and his 
shoulder turned to charcoal. It would have taken all my 
strength just to keep him alive." Freja refilled her own 
tea mug. "So, may Elune find it in her heart to forgive 
me, I chose the woman I know and love, over a



stranger."

Mira leaned back in her seat. Her grey eyes carefully
searched Freja's face. "You chose wisely. Your Miss...
what's her name again?"

"Filyen. Filyen Mistgaze."

"Filyen. She is alive. Burns are hard to heal, and
even if you do, they still hurt. If you'd have tried, you
would have had one dead girl, and one Human scarred
for life, if he'd have been lucky enough to survive."

"Still. I wish I could have done more. Perhaps I
should have taken up training, whatever anyone said."

Mira leaned forward, and put a hand on Freja's arm.
"The kind of wound Filyen had, I could have healed on
the fly. I've had Warriors, run through and through with
poisoned blades. More than one at a time." She
sneered. "Some with burnt legs from standing in fires.
And I'm able to keep them all in fighting shape, no
problem. I've got a thousand times the mana you have.
And still." Mira looked at her hands. "Still, I sometimes
have to choose who lives, and who... doesn't. You pick
the ones most likely to win the fight, and feel sorry for
the others. You did what you had to. You did well."

"Still," said Freja. "I feel sorry for that man. He was 
fighting to keep us alive. He sang the saddest, most



beautiful song for us. And now he's gone."

"Yes," said Mira. "It's right to feel sad. But don't feel
guilty. You heal who you can. So why didn't you train?
I'm sure Mathrengyl Bearwalker can find some time for
you."

Freja laughed. "When I was your age, there were no
female Druids. Unseemly. Women? Associating with
animals? You do know what Moonkin stand for, don't
you?"

Mira giggled. "Bearwalker told me. You wouldn't
know it if you just saw them. Anyway, I'm a tree.
Nothing lewd about trees."

"Stay for dinner, and I'll tell you a few stories about
trees. But anyway, female druids were just two steps
short of bestiality. Nice girls became priestesses. So
the girls with a Druid calling became lousy priestesses.
You don't know how lucky you are."

"War. For all its horrors, it does make people see the
practical side of things." Mira looked out of the door, at
the bright noon sky. She saw the Human woman in the
black plate armour. She looked back at Freja.

"Do you mind if I borrow your table for a while
longer?"

 



"Oi you!"

Nægling looked round, at the dark-haired Night-elf.
"Is something the matter?"

"Yes. You. You make my eyes water. Get into the
galley and take off that armour so I can have a look at
you."

"I assure you, I don't need healing."

"Don't give me that. Your face is a mess, you've got
a busted tendon in your wrist, and you're limping. Get
over here."

Nægling slowly walked to the galley.

"Those are quite personal remarks, Miss."

Mira grinned. "You are arguing with a healer. Come
on. I won't do anything unless you want me to. Just let
me take a look."

"Is this one of those situations where it's easier to
submit than it is to argue?"

"You bet. Off with those clothes. You can keep your
underwear on if you like."

Nægling looked into Mira's eyes, sighed, and started
pulling at the straps of her armour. Mira stared in
slack-jawed horrid fascination.



"By the Light Everlasting! What bunch of noob
healers messed you up like that?"

"I would not allow them to heal me."

"Me neither," said Mira.

"You misunderstand, Miss. I allowed a precious tome
of healing magic to be destroyed. I felt I could not call
upon their services after that. So my body will heal
itself, as it can. This is my penance."

"You're a paladin. You don't even heal yourself?"

"That would be healing magic that I denied to
others."

"Show me your arm."

Nægling held out her arm. Mira took her hand, and
ran her fingers down Nægling's wrist, concentrating.
She shook her head.

"This won't heal by itself," she said.

"I do exercises," said Nægling.

"Good. Keep doing them. They keep it from getting
worse. But it won't get better without some help. Open
your mouth, please."

Nægling opened her mouth, and Mira peered inside.
A look of pity was on her face.



"I don't even know if I can heal that. Got hit in the
head by something with claws?"

"Redridge Gnolls," said Nægling. Mira blinked.

"I know those Gnolls. They nearly got me. I was
lucky a few of my friends showed up in time. I can cut
your cheek and re-heal it, and that should make it look
a little better, but I can't do much about your jawbone.
Your anthropomorphic memory has set it like it is now."

"I beg your pardon?"

Mira waved a hand. "Most healing magic works
because your body remembers what it looked like
before it got hurt. The magic makes it grow back into
that shape. But if you leave it too long, your body's
memory adjusts, and the healing magic returns it to its
broken state. Your leg. Does it still hurt?"

Nægling sighed. "I can endure it."

"Not my question. Does it hurt?"

"Yes."

"Good. That means your leg still remembers what it
was like to be whole. Which means I can heal it. In
layman's terms, if it hurts, I can heal it. The scars on
your..." Mira's eyes roamed over Nægling's body.
"Everywhere. Do they hurt?"



"Not anymore," said Nægling.

"That means you're stuck with them, sorry. But
please." Mira looked at Nægling. "Please let me fix your
arm and your leg. If you wait too long, then you won't
ever be whole again."

"Why would that matter to you?"

"Professional pride. Real healers don't let their
patients walk around like you. You put us to shame.
Not just the ones whose spellbook you dropped, but all
of us." Mira looked into Nægling's eyes, hand on her
wounded arm. "You think you're not bothering us, by
not asking us for help. Don't distract us from the more
deserving cases. Don't make a fuss, you had your
chance, and you blew it. Am I right?"

Nægling said nothing.

"Sister, we want to help. We need to help. Seeing 
people walking around like you, that hurts us. We are 
the healers. We are the primary target in any fight, 
because the enemy knows that as long as we have one 
drop of mana left, we will not let our fighters die. In any 
fight, we kill their healers first." Mira turned her eyes 
away for a moment. "There was one fight, where I got 
too far away from the metal gang, and they jumped me. 
I survived by healing myself faster than they could hit



me, until my friends noticed and got them. I've never
been in more pain, and I've never been more scared
than in that fight." Mira glared at Nægling. "And still, my
friends know that they don't even need to ask if I'll
come on the next fight. Because I would die rather than
allow them to go without me. I cannot see them hurt."
Mira pointed at Nægling. "And then there's you. You
refuse to let us help you. You walk around with a
sodding strap on your finger rather than let us do our
job. You grind your teeth through the pain when you
fight, when we only need to cast three or four regrowths
on you to fix you. Buy us a mana potion if you want,
and that's it. Damn it, woman, I can't force you to
accept my heals, but I wish I could."

Nægling said nothing, staring at the wall. Mira sat
down next to her, put her arm round Nægling's bare,
scarred shoulders.

"Please. Please. Let me help you. You'll be a better
fighter, too. You can't tell me it's easy, fighting with only
four fingers in your sword-arm and one leg that works
properly."

"Fighting wasn't meant to be easy," said Nægling.

"Huh. You've been fighting all this time without a 
healer behind you, haven't you? Think you're badass



now? Let me tag along with you, and I'll show you what
badass really looks like."

"How long do I have to decide?"

"How long before your injuries become permanent,
you mean? Can't say. Years. Months. But I'm leaving
the day after tomorrow." Mira frowned. "Stuff this.
Decide. Now. You'll still have your scars, but you will
walk instead of limping, and you will grip your sword
better. Yes or no?"

Nægling said nothing for a long, long moment.

"Yes," she said, finally.

"We've got two people to bury," said Selena.
"Swordsman Stanley Gerald, and my uncle Berrin
Rockwalker, may their souls be part of the Light. He's a
Dwarf, and I don't know if they need something special,
do you know, Hieronimo?"

"Ye can't do a proper Dwarf burial on top of a tree,"
said Hieronimo. "Ye need good deep rock for that, all
the way to the middle of Azeroth."

"Uncle Berrin?" Lirael raised an eyebrow. "Do you
have Dwarves in your family?"



Selena sighed, remembering. "He was one of those
people who grow into the family. He was over two
hundred years old, and he taught my whole line of
ancestry how to survive in the wild. Father, my
brothers, my grand-father, uncle Ivar." She stared miles
away. "I still can't really believe he's gone now."

"He sounds like a good man," said Lirael. "We don't
have the proper Dwarf catacombs, that's true. I'll ask
Shan'do Jandria. We have performed burial rituals for
Humans before, so that is just a matter of finding out
what faith Swordsman Gerald belonged to."

"Church of Northshire," said Selena.

"I forget. Do they do the Embodiment of Light?"

"No. Light's Prayer, incense, holy water. No
invocations."

"Right. We can do that."

"Oh, and I'm almost forgetting. We'll need a healer.
One of our crewmembers was badly hurt. Too badly
hurt to move her, so we'll need a healer on board
Aviana's Wingbeat."

A small group of Elf women walked by at the moment
Selena said that, and one of the priestesses turned
round.



"Pardon me? Did you mention Aviana's Wingbeat?"

Selena turned to the priestess.

"Yes, Lady. We arrived this morning."

The priestess' eyes gleamed. "I know that ship well.
It is good to know that she is still afloat. Tell me, is that
horrid woman still her cook?"

"Freja Ravenwing?"

"Yes."

"She is," said Selena. "And she is not a horrid
woman by any means! She is kind, and friendly, and
generous."

The priestess laughed. "Oh my girl. I have known her
since before Humans ever set foot upon Kalimdor.
Before all the wars. You have not tried to make her do
things that she didn't want to do, or otherwise enraged
her. When she wishes, her tongue can cut through any
armour, be it made of diamond."

"Well, she is a very good cook, and a healer, too!
She healed poor Filyen when we were attacked by
pirates."

"You were attacked? Who by? The Horde?"

"No, Lady. I heard the name of Bloodsail
Buccaneers."



The priestess sneered. "As a High Priestess, I am
not allowed to curse anyone. The Bloodsail are among
that select group of organisations that make me resent
that restriction."

"There is no need, Lady," said Selena, suddenly
aware that Smitty was standing behind her. "By the
leadership of our Lieutenant, we were able to defeat
the enemy, though not without losses."

Smitty coughed. "Lady Selena exaggerates my part
in the battle, Ma'am. My men, and our friends did the
most."

"Lieutenant..."

"Smith," said Selena. "Joseph Smith."

"Lieutenant Smith. Is it not so that without you and
your valiant warriors, Aviana's Wingbeat would have
been lost?"

"I cannot say, Ma'am. Perhaps, without us on board,
Aviana's Wingbeat would never have met the pirates at
all."

"Still, you defeated the Bloodsail, did you not?"

"By the grace of the Light, Ma'am, we did."

"Then you have my thanks, Lieutenant. The Alliance 
needs men such as yourself. Though with the passing



of the Lich King, dark days have passed, more
darkness is yet to come, and we will be grateful for men
of valour who stand by our side." The priestess smiled.
"Especially if they save the lives of one of my dearest
old enemies. Amoora?"

One of the satellite priestesses bowed her head.
"Yes, my Lady?"

"Could you please see to it that Lieutenant Smith is
given a letter of recommendation from me?"

"Of course, my Lady. I will see to it at once."

"Thank you." The priestess smiled at Smitty and
Selena, then continued on her way to the upper floor of
the temple.

Lirael was having some trouble breathing, and her
face looked a bit darker than usual. She turned to
Selena.

"Do you know who that was?"

Selena shook her head. "She seemed nice enough.
Bit up herself, though."

Lirael made a very complicated noise in her throat.
Then, she put her hands on Selena's shoulders.

"That," she said, "Was Tyrande Whisperwind. High
Priestess of Elune."



The Darnassus cemetery was lit with torches. All
those who sailed on Aviana's Wingbeat were there,
Elves, Humans, and the one remaining Dwarf. Filyen
leaned on Kuryon's arm. The two coffins stood side by
side on a small platform. Four priestesses, Lirael
among them, stood at the four corners of the platform,
North, South, East, West. The North priestess raised
her hands.

"Upon the North Wind, The snow is carried, to cover
the land as it lies dreaming, dreaming of Light."

"Upon the East Wind, The sunlight is carried, which
melts the snow, and awakens the lands to rejoice in the
Light."

"Upon the South Wind, The laughter of children is
carried, which is the joy in the Light."

"Upon the West Wind, The fallen leaves are carried,
The memories of the Light."

The four priestesses turned inwards, raising their
hands towards Stanley Gerald's coffin.

"In Light, be born. In Light, rejoice. In Light, be
fruitful, In Light, slumber. For now and forever, Stanley
Gerrald, be Part of the Light."

The priestesses stepped towards Berrin's coffin, and 
placed their hands on it. Hieronimo took a sharp breath



as she heard their words, in her own mother tongue: 
 

Made from the Light

Born from Stone.

Clad in Steel.

Tempered by Fire.

Stone can be crushed.

Steel can be molten.

Fire be extinguished.

But Light flows eternal.

Immortal, untouched.

Rest now, Berrin.

Until the world's ending.

 

She stood alone, tears streaming down her cheeks,
but quietly. It was still a lousy way to be sent off, high
above the rock, in a wooden coffin. But to hear the
words, even though they were spoken by a bunch of
bovengronders... She felt a hand on her shoulder.
Selena was smiling at her.



"That'll do," she said.

Breladon had taken Filyen back to the ship. All the
others, including Lirael, had decamped to Saelienne's
Inn. The Avianauts had messed up Saelienne's Inn by
pushing three tables together, but since they bought
enough drink for Saelienne to retire on, she didn't mind
too much. Hieronimo was sitting between Smitty and
Selena, grumbling about the beer, but in a
good-natured kind of way. Sandra Pike allowed herself
to be introduced to Darnassian wines by Kuryon, under
the strict understanding that he wasn't going to get
anywhere with her. Lirael sat next to Dorian Graycloud,
who was unusually talkative after his fourth glass of
wine.

"How long have you been on the seas, Mr.
Graycloud?"

"Longer than I care to remember, Sister Lirael. I
didn't always look like this, you know? I was cured like
leather by the suns over all the seas of Azeroth."

"Oh?"

"Would you believe I could have tempted Miss Pike
off young Kuryon when I was young?"



Lirael looked. Sandra Pike was holding up her glass,
and graciously allowing Kuryon to refill it.

"That wouldn't be easy."

"Wait. Wait." Mr. Graycloud fished in his inside
pocket, and produced a wallet, from which he pulled a
picture. "Here. That's what I looked like, oh, four
hundred years ago."

Lirael looked. "Oh, very handsome. Black hair really
suits you. Are you sure this picture is hundreds of years
old? It hasn't faded or creased at all!"

"Aye," said Dorian Graycloud. "The only thing that's
fading or creasing is me."

 

Jack Alan waved a mug of cider around. "So he
thought he'd try and bowl over the drill sergeant, I
mean how much trouble can a poor wee Dwarf girl give
you?"

Hieronimo snorted. "Lots, ye git. Nadgers right at
punching level, ye see?"

"Oh, even better. Stan thinks he'll scare 'er by 
running at 'er, bellowing. So she don't budge an inch, 
grabs his belt and lifts 'im straight off the ground, 
makes him fly right over her and our Stan ends up with



a face full of dirt. That taught him a bit of respect for
Dwarfs."

Brian Rhodes looked, saw his mug was empty, and
waved at Saelienne for another one.

"Pity it didn't teach him a bit more respect for bloody
goat mages. Well done to that big bear for ripping his
arm off. May its spirit dwell in a cool, sunny place with
lots of nice fish."

"Aye," said Sandra Pike. "Up the Dwarves!"

"Damn right," said Hieronimo.

"Only way for them to go," said Jack Alan.

 

Breladon pushed a mug of steaming hot tea into
Filyen's hands and put a blanket over her. Filyen
wriggled her shoulders, and blew on her tea.

"I could get used to this. It hurts a bit to start with, but
this is nice."

"Raking in the brownie points, I am." He pushed her
hammock, making it swing. "Are you sure you're
alright?"

Filyen rubbed her stomach.

"All healed up. That Druid girl was amazing." She 
looked into Breladon's eyes. "I love you. I've told you,



haven't I?"

"You may have mentioned it." He ran his fingers
through her hair. "Good thing you did, too. I'd never
have guessed otherwise."

Filyen put her hand on Breladon's. "We always think
we have all the time in the world. We're not immortal,
but how much of a difference is a thousand years to
forever? But we don't have all the time in the world."

Breladon ran a finger over the dark blue tattoos on
Filyen's cheek. She took his hand, and pressed her
cheek into it.

"This can all end tomorrow. The Dwarf girl shot the
pirate before he could kill me. Mr. Cullan took me into
the galley. Freja patched me up so that I'd live. Your
Druid girl..."

"Mira of Almadan."

"Yes. She healed me up." A single tear rolled down
Filyen's cheek. "If any of those things hadn't happened,
I wouldn't be here." She swallowed. "I'd be dead. At the
bottom of the sea, with some cannonballs tied to my
feet, or in the cemetery."

"We're all lucky to be alive. All of our lives are a great 
string of things that somehow fail to kill us. I've been in 
storms where I've honestly believed that it would be my



last. Been sick from eating the wrong fruit off the coast
of Stranglethorn. That could have ended badly."

"I don't mind storms," said Filyen. "Or poisonous fruit.
One is just a lot of wind, the other you can stay away
from. But this Human. He wanted me dead. He wanted
me to suffer so much pain that I'd beg him to kill me.
Violate my body while I suffered. And..." Filyen sobbed
quietly. "I would have begged him. It hurt so much."

Breladon looked at Filyen's face, as she stared at her
feet, reading the pain on her face, the pain he was
completely helpless to soothe.

"Move over," he said.

It takes some doing to get two people to lie down
next to each other in a hammock, but Filyen and
Breladon had the experience. They could do it in a
raging storm with the ship almost standing on its side.
Filyen stopped crying, and fell asleep, with Breladon
gently stroking her hair. The Night-elves had lost
immortality with the Sundering of the Well of Eternity.
They could live for anything between a thousand years,
and, well, seconds. But for those who look for it, the
time between falling asleep next to someone they love,
and waking up to look into their eyes, is as close to
eternity as they need.



Part 19: Only a minor set-back.

 

Interalia opened the door to the kitchen, looking for
Quartermaster. She found him in the larder, counting
bags of grain. He looked at her, and started to grin.
Interalia's hair was down, her clothes were creased,
hastily put on without bothering with the last few
buttons, and there was a big, big grin on her face. It
told anyone with eyes exactly what she'd been doing.

"Engine parts have arrived, Big Q! Need a few
heavies to carry it down the stairs."

"Ah, yes," said Quartermaster. "Young Nix
Steambender has arrived, has he? Did you make him
feel welcome? Has he got a place to sleep yet?"

"Piss off," said Interalia, happily. "I'm not done with
him yet."

"Light be praised for over-engineered cupboard
doors," said Quartermaster. "I'll get a few guys in. How
big is it?"

"Oh hur hur," said Interalia.



"Mind out of the moat please. I meant the engine
parts. How many, and how heavy do you want 'em?"

"Bout six, the bigger the better. Looks like Mr.
Steambender wants to flood the whole castle."

Quartermaster walked into the kitchen. "And why
not? In-door moats are all the rage these days. High
time we had one. Just one thing I'd like to know. Is this
hellish contraption going to blow up and send us all the
way to the moon?"

"I'll ask Nix. He's cute when he's angry."

 

"Aww Boss Man, not again! I haven't found anything
useful there. No sodding mages, no nothing. And
they've become a lot more careful with what they leave
lying about. Traps all over the place."

"I thought you liked the challenge," said Gerrig. "And
I really don't trust them. They're up to something."

"So what am I looking for, exactly?"

"Well, anything suspicious, really."

"I saw lots of Orcs with swords last week. They
suspicious enough?"

Gerrig frowned. "Do I really have to tell you your job,
or are you just being tiresome?"



"Yes," said Interalia.

"Neither of those are good, you know. Get out there
and report anything you find."

 

"Out to bother the greens again?" Nix was sitting at
one of the tables in the dining hall, figuring out how
much pipe he'd need between the cellar and the
kitchen.

"Yes, damn it." Interalia sneered. "I could draw a map
of the place out of my head by now."

"You're not losing your nerve, are you? After that last
run."

"Ye gods, no. It's almost funny, the way they try to
keep me out with Orcs sitting on all the entrances I
never even thought of using."

"Hey, want some company? Dad won't be here till
late this afternoon, and I like to see you in action."

"Heh. I know."

"I could watch your backside for you."

Interalia snorted. "Are you ever going to get over it?"

"Never," said Nix. "You have unwisely inflamed my
sex'al ardour, Madam. You've made your bed, and now
you have to lie in it."



Interalia rolled her eyes, and heaved a deep sigh.

"Oh, do that again," said Nix.

Interalia slapped him.

Selena woke up. As hangovers went, it wasn't a bad
one, but she was definitely a bit below par. Someone
was banging on the door to Ariciel's place. Lirael had
given her the key so the girls could have a place of
their own. Sandra had politely declined, so Selena and
Hieronimo had the place to themselves. Joseph, of
course, wasn't anywhere near the place. Damn.

"Come on! Time to go shopping."

"Lirael! Wait! Not dressed yet!" Selena opened the
door and let Lirael in.

"Very efficient. First thing you're going to do where
we're going is take your clothes off, so you may as well
not bother getting dressed. Come on. Are you coming,
Hieronimo?"

Hieronimo opened her mouth, but Selena grabbed
her by the scruff of her neck.

"Of course she is!"

"I'm not a dress girl. They won't have anything in me
size anyway."



"That's what you think," said Lirael. "We've got
everything from Gnome to Draenei. We get all sorts
here."

They followed Lirael to a place she knew in the
Trader's District. She pointed.

"Somebody planted a great big tree right across the
pond from me. They're persuading it to hollow out, so
they want to turn it into a dwelling of some sort. Nobody
asked me, typical. It's blocking my view."

Hieronimo stared. "Persuading a tree to hollow out?
How do ye do that?"

"See those wisps floating there? They can shape
trees, hollow them out without harming them, or change
the shape of the wood, like they did at the bank. That
can take up to four hundred years for a large dwelling.
But this is not a normal tree. It's a limetree of Cenarius.
It'll grow to full size in a week, but won't last more than,
oh, twenty years. Only slightly better than a tent, really.
They are the trees we plant in places that have been
ravaged by war, or fierce forest fires. Just to keep the
soil from blowing away."

"Four hundred years?" Selena put her fingers to her
lips, as though she was smoking a roll-up, and sucked
her teeth. "Not before the next millennium, Squire."



Hieronimo chuckled. "By the Titans, and we think
Gnomes are bad."

"Oh stop it. Anyway, here we are. Let me introduce
you." Lirael pointed her hand at a willowy, elegant
Night-elf dressed in a purple chemise and a blue jupe.

"Me'lynn? Voici mes amies, Hieronimo and Selena.
Girls? This is the woman I go to for my official function
dresses." Lirael put one hand on Hieronimo's shoulder,
one on Selena's.

"Make them look fabulous."

 

"I look like a brew maiden!"

Selena was sitting on a chair, next to Lirael, watching
Me'lynn try out one dress after another on a grumpy
Dwarf girl. Selena was wearing something rather nice,
a blue dress to reflect the colour of her eyes, with
yellow seams and embroidery to reflect her hair. It was
also fairly low-cut, and revealed freckles between her
breasts that had seldom seen the light of day.

Me'lynn shot Lirael a mildly reproachful look, as if
these friends, or at least this Dwarf girl, were not of the
quality of friends Lirael usually brought in.



"I think it looks very good on you, actually," said
Selena. "Shame about the face, though. Don't you have
a more cheerful one?"

Hieronimo scowled. "I've had more dresses on this
morning than I've had on in me whole life. How am I
going to hunt wearing this?"

Me'lynn's face turned to stone. "Mademoiselle? You
have now tried every dress in Dwarf size in my
etablissement. If none of them suit your requirements, I
will have to make you one specially."

"Well, none of them have pockets. And this cloth is
way to thin for a Dun Morogh winter. I'd turn into an
icicle!"

Lirael quickly got to her feet and walked up to
Me'lynn. She gave Me'lynn a sparkling smile.

"I think we may have to look a bit further, Me'lynn.
Thank you. At least Selena looks luscious!"

Me'lynn spoke some very fast Darnassian words into
Lirael's ear, then turned to Selena with a saleswoman's
smile. She got her a few ribbons for her hair, threw in a
small purse for good measure, and they left the shop.

"Well, that's half the job done," said Lirael. "I can take
you to another shop. Less haute. More practical."



"No, thank ye kindly," said Hieronimo. "I'm not one
for fancy dresses. Couldn't afford it anyway."

"Oh. Is there anything else you need? My treat."

"Nay, Lady," said Hieronimo. "If ye don't mind, I'll
leave ye to it. I've some things to do on me own." She
looked round. "The graveyard is that way, isn't it?"

"It is," said Lirael, with a soft look in her eyes. "Shall
we meet for lunch?"

"Aye. See ye then."

Hieronimo waved, and walked off in the direction of
Ariciel's place. Lirael watched her go.

"Poor girl. All alone in a strange place."

"Don't let her hear it," said Selena. "She'd kick you
just to prove how tough she is."

Selena and Lirael started walking, nowhere in
particular, up the Warrior's Terrace, then out on the
road to Dolanaar, a small vilage to the East of
Darnassus. Selena looked up at the sound of wood
creaking, and saw one of the ancient tree-giants that
protected Darnassus. His massive head turned in their
direction.

"Hi," said Selena.



The giant turned his head back to what he had been
looking at before. If you let yourself be distracted, a
rock might erode while you're not watching.

"Are they all that chatty?"

Lirael grinned. "Come back in about a year and he'll
be ready to answer. They're a little bit on the tardy side,
unless something comes in to threaten us. Then,
they're amazingly sprightly."

They walked on, through the archway that marked
the end of Darnassus and the beginning of the forest of
Teldrassil. Selena stepped on as in a dream. They had
left behind the noises of the city, and stepped into a
world of quiet, with only buzzing of insects, the rush of
the leaves in the wind. She walked up to a tree, and put
her hand on the smooth, white bark.

"Don't go too far from the path," said Lirael.

At that moment, the sun came out from behind a
cloud, and beams of light fell from the sky. Clouds of
pollen swirled in the breeze. Selena closed her eyes,
and took a deep breath. She looked over her shoulder
at Lirael.

"This place is beautiful," she said. "I think this is a
good place to do this."



Selena opened her bag. From it, she took her
falconer's glove and a few pieces of liver. She pulled on
the glove, then raised her arms wide, palms up. All
round her, little lights glowed in the high grass, and
rose up to whirl round, round, and round her. The lights
flew away from her, melted together, grew. There was
a loud screech, and Selena's bird Hugin appeared in
front of her. Selena braced herself, and held out her
arm. Hugin flew towards her, and settled on her arm,
one claw on her glove, the other on her bare shoulder.
Selena's arm trembled under the weight, and she
leaned to one side. At home, she steadied her arm on
her staff, but she'd left it at Ariciel's. Selena managed to
feed Hugin a few bits of liver before her arm gave way
and Hugin flapped off, into a tree. She looked at her
bird, eyes shining with tears.

"I'm sorry," she said.

Lirael stepped up behind her, and held her arm. A
long cut was on her shoulder, where Hugin's claw had
held her. Lirael held her hand over it, concentrated, and
cast a spell of healing. With the cut seen to, she put her
arm round Selena and held her close.

"What have you done on your travels, ma petite?"

Selena leaned her head on Lirael's shoulder.



"I've learnt to hunt. I've learnt to fight. I've learnt to
kill." Her pretty face became hard. "I've learnt to fear.
I've learnt to hate. And I've learnt to love."

"Which of those hurts the most?"

"Love," said Selena, without a moment's hesitation.

"Joseph Smith," said Lirael.

Selena only nodded. She looked at Hugin, who was
preening her feathers. Why? They're new. Created
from the Light not a moment ago. Lirael put her hands
on Selena's shoulders.

"He doesn't love you?"

"I don't know. He keeps telling me, that he's only
doing his duty, taking care of me, but I can see in his
eyes that he's lying, or not telling the whole truth."

"What do you think he's keeping from you?"

"I think..." Selena took a deep breath. "I think he
loves me, but won't admit it. When we were fighting the
Undead in the Wetlands..."

Lirael opened her mouth to say something, but
thought better of it. She tilted her head a bit to one side.

"He saw me. And I heard him. Protect Lady Selena. 
And I could hear in his voice that he was afraid for me, 
really afraid, not just worried that his mission might fail,



or that Gerrig might be angry with him."

"What do you want from him? Really?"

"I..." Selena put her arms round Lirael. "I want to hear
him say he loves me."

Lirael took a deep breath. "Pff. You're not asking for
a lot, are you? It's hard to get a boy to say that even if
he is deliriously in love with you."

Selena said nothing.

"Have you any idea why he might not want to admit
he loves you?"

Selena shook her head, leaning against Lirael.

"He says because I'm a... a noblewoman, and he's
just a grunt. But he's not. He's... he is..."

Lirael put her arms round Selena, put Selena's head
on her shoulder and stroked her hair. They stood like
that for a while. Then, Lirael looked into Selena's eyes.

"Come on. Let's go and find Hieronimo, and
something to eat."

They walked back to the city, under the arch. Selena
was looking straight ahead of her, not saying anything.

"Greetings," said the Ancient Protector. Selena
laughed.



Lirael's eyes turned towards the cemetery on their
right. She touched Selena's arm.

"You can find Saelienne's from here can't you? I'll go
fetch our Dwarf girl and see you there."

 

Hieronimo was sitting on the grass, in front of a
recently dug grave. Her notebook was on her knees,
and her box of charcoal bits was next to her on the
ground. She was working on the eyes, which she found
the most difficult to get right. There was a small noise,
and she looked up to see the tall, dark haired priestess
Lirael standing next to her. She sat down next to her,
and looked at the drawing.

"Is that him?"

"Aye," said Hieronimo.

From the page, Berrin looked at them, dark eyes
under bushy eyebrows, thick beard.

"That's very good. You must have known him for a
long time."

"Just a few weeks," said Hieronimo. She put her bit 
of charcoal in the box, and closed it. Can't draw right 
with people talking to you. "He oughtn't have died 
there. But they got his bear, and he got angry and



jumped at them. Lightless bastards."

"I'm very sorry for your loss," said Lirael, and
Hieronimo could hear that she meant it.

"I didn't know you Elves could speak Dwarvish. Ye
didn't even get it wrong much."

"Thank you. It wasn't easy, but I did a part in a
Dwarvish opera once."

"Really? Why would ye want to?"

"We get sent out all over Azeroth, making friends
with everyone. Music is a language that everyone
understands. Happy music for a Dwarf is happy music
for a Gnome, Human, Elf, Draenei. So I did the part of
Brunnhilde. In full chainmail."

Hieronimo looked Lirael over once.

"Ye must be joking! Yer way too skinny to be a
proper Brunnhilde!"

Lirael raised an eyebrow, stood up, closed her eyes
a moment, concentrating. Then, her voice rang out,
clear as a bell, loud enough to be heard all the way up
to the Warrior's Terrace.



Zu neuen Thaten, theurer Helde,

wie liebt' ich dich, liess ich dich nicht?

Ein einzich Sorgen lässt mich säumen

Dass dir zu wenig mein Werth gewann.

 

She smiled at Hieronimo. Well?

"Ye gods! That's ancient Dwarvish. I know it because
me Mum, part of Light, dragged me to every concert
she could. That must've taken ye some time to get
right."

"Oh my goodness, yes. The Ring is fiendishly
difficult. King Magni said we'd managed not to bugger it
up completely. High praise indeed."

"Ye sang that for the King?"

"Oh yes. And I had the last part." Lirael grinned. "It
ain't over till the skinny lady sings." She bit her lip, eyes
miles away. "And I had to die very dramatically, by
throwing myself on top of the male lead, and then the
whole stage blew up in fire."

"And he dint mind?"

Lirael's eyes gleamed.

"Arador? Gods no. He's my boyfriend now."

 



They arrived at Saelienne's, to find Selena there
talking to Arador. Lirael, without a word, sat down on
his lap and touched her nose to his, looking deep into
his eyes.

"Hello, my sweet," said Arador.

"I see you found Selena. Did you order already?"

"Soup of the day. Chicken salad, grated cheese,
easy on the vinaigre," said Arador.

"Hmm. Today, you live."

Selena poked Hieronimo. We didn't know what you
wanted, but Arador says everything is good here. Got
us both the scare goats for starters and steak and
potatoes after. Can't go wrong with steak and potatoes.

Hieronimo nodded. "Find cow. Kill it. Hold it over a
candle for a bit. Give it to us."

Saelienne walked up, and put some strange utensils
in front of Hieronimo and Selena. A very, very small
fork and something that looked more at home in a
women's physician's practice than on a dinner table.
Selena picked it up. It was a pair of tongs, but what in
Azeroth was it for? She looked at Lirael.

"It's for the escargots. You'll see."



Saelienne came back with bowls of soup for the
Elves, a basket of bread, and two stone dishes with a
dozen holes in, just large enough to hold... Selena
stared.

"Be careful, the dishes are very hot. Bon appetit."

Hieronimo looked up at Selena.

"Scare goats?"

"Um," said Selena.

"Those are snails!"

Lirael nodded. "Saelienne does them with garlic
butter and white wine. They're lovely."

Hieronimo looked at Lirael. "They're snails!"

Arador took the tongs out of Selena's hand, and
picked up the fork. He took one of the snails out of its
hole, and poked into its house with the fork. He pulled
out a small, black piece of, well, food, and handed the
fork back to Selena. The girls stared at it.

"It looks like something I've pulled out of--"

"Shut up," said Selena.

Lirael, her face purple, was looking into her soup
bowl. Elves have super-human self control, so she
didn't laugh.



"Go on," said Arador. "Try it. Saelienne will be sad if
you let them go cold. They take ages to hunt."

Selena took a deep breath, and put the mollusc into
her mouth. Chewed. Swallowed.

"Ye just ate a snail!"

"It's not bad," said Selena.

Hieronimo stared at her dish. Hot butter bubbled, and
a strong smell of garlic wafted up. Lirael leaned over,
and whispered in her ear.

"Swap you a bowl of soup?"

Hieronimo looked from Lirael to Selena, who was
trying to excavate another snail. Her fork slipped and
she poked it in deeper, with a look of concentration on
her face. Lirael pushed her bowl over, and took custody
of Hieronimo's snails. She pointed the little fork at
Selena.

"Don't forget to pick up the sauce with some bread.
It's the best bit."

Interalia was on her knees, looking at one of the high 
buildings of Stonewatch Keep. Hmm, a prime target for 
investigation, or so my incredibly sharp Gnomish 
eyesight tells me. Full of interesting Orcs. Doing things,



no doubt. Behaving suspiciously, I wouldn't be
surprised to learn. Nix' suggestion, of sloping off to a
nice secluded spot and investigating each other
instead, was looking better and better.

"So that's our target?" Nix looked ahead, and his
shoulder brushed Interalia's.

"That's it. Gath'ilzogg's palace of pleasure."

"Sounds promising. What are we looking for?"

Interalia sneered. "Signs that they're going to attack
us."

"Oh. Such as?"

"Bits of paper saying, 'Tomorrow, Green Brothers, we
attack! For the Horde!' Little things like that."

"Gosh," said Nix. "Maps of the castle, with a red X
saying 'Attack Here'?"

"Yeah," said Interalia. "haven't found any yet, but
maybe I just wasn't looking hard enough."

"Your boss is stupid," said Nix.

"Well thanks to you he's gonna be clean and stupid,"
said Interalia. "He's not too bad really, for a lug, but
he's got it into his head that the greens are going to be
on his doorstep tomorrow. And they're really not. The
greens killed his father. Makes him jumpy."



"Hmm. Well then, lead on."

"Right. Stay close."

 

The Gnomes sneaked up to the building. Two Orc
guards were at the entrance, staring outside for anyone
trying to storm Gath'ilzogg's headquarters. They didn't
spot the two small shadows passing behind them,
through the door. Interalia went first, up the stairs,
staying close to the wall, wrapped in shadows. Nix
followed. It was always nice to see a pro at work, and
Interalia moved like a cat.

People, whether they are Gnomes, Humans, or Orcs, 
are creatures of habit. When they walk from one place 
to another, they will always take exactly the same 
route. You can see the bare trodden paths on lawns, 
where thousands of people have walked across it, all 
going the same way. They are, rather poetically, called 
desire paths. Rogues, nonconformists that they are, 
condition their minds always to avoid the desire paths, 
to avoid bumping into people. Even more usefully, 
when walking along their paths of desire, people's eyes 
will always be looking at the same place, providing a 
pattern of places observed and unobserved that a 
Rogue can use to her advantage. Interalia had spent a



lot of time hidden in these towers, and knew them all,
even though the Orcs themselves were not even aware
of them. Not that she actually thought about them, but
her subconscious unerringly led her to the places
where people's eyes were least likely to be looking.

Interalia waved Nix into an unoccupied bedroom,
normally used by one of the Orcish inspectors who
visited the place now and then. It had once been the
bedroom of Under-chief Gharash, the Orc responsible
for the running of the Stonewatch operations. One of
the Caer Bannog rogues had killed him in his sleep
after the Orcs had murdered Gerrig's father. Mizar
Gath'ilzogg had been behind that murder, specifically
telling Chief Gharash to have the old man stabbed in
the back. A petty, vindictive order, specifically meant to
stain Gharash' honour. Gerrig's brother Bannog, helped
by his Druid love Ariciel, had very thoroughly killed
Mizar Gath'ilzogg, who was then replaced by his
eminently sane brother Jheren, who only shared with
his brother a liking for dragon pets. The rogues had
been sent packing, and Interalia had replaced them.
And here she was, still in a way taking revenge for the
murder of Old Bannog.



Nix put his lips to Interalia's ear. "What are we doing
here?"

"Waiting for lunch," whispered Interalia. "They'll all be
downstairs, and we'll have the top floor to ourselves for
half an hour or so."

She sat down on the carpet in front of the bed. Nix
sat down next to her. Interalia pulled him across her lap
and put her arms round him.

"Lunch is in ten minutes or so."

"Not enough time," said Nix, stroking Interalia's
cheek with a finger.

"Too much noise," said Interalia, and kissed him.

 

The bell for lunch rang, and the Gnomes interrupted 
their in-depth discussion to listen at the door for any 
stragglers. There's always one. You know how it is 
when you are doing evil, you don't want to break it off in 
the middle of a job. When the last noises of people 
walking by were over, and all the Orcs were sitting 
down to their lunch, the flesh of they dared not guess 
what creature, again, they crept out of the bedroom and 
quietly went up the stairs. Gath'ilzogg's workroom was 
at the very top. It was a fairly large room, enough to 
seat several dozen Orc warriors, with some sort of



stage area on one end. Gath'ilzogg was sitting at a
table, with his dragon pet Singe rolled up at his feet. A
clerk was reading out the contents of scrolls to him, and
writing up Gath'ilzogg's responses. Gath'ilzogg looked
out of the window, saw that it was high time for lunch
and got up. The clerk gathered up the scrolls and
books and dropped them in a box.

The desire path in Gath'ilzogg's workroom was clear
enough to see in their mind's eyes. A nice regular curve
from the middle of the room to the door on the right.
However, there was a quirk here. This was the very
room where Bannog had killed Mizar Gath'ilzogg. The
body had been disposed of there and then, and burnt in
a great pyre with all the others. Still, when the Orcs had
returned, the bloodstain on the floor had been very
clear. The floor had been scrubbed clean with the
enthusiasm of one who knows that bad jobs hurt, but
the memory lingered. For reasons of piety, superstition,
or simply to avoid bad memories, Jheren Gath'ilzogg
still avoided stepping on that particular piece of floor.

Interalia knew that.

Nix didn't.

Gath'ilzogg walked to the door, then suddenly 
swerved as he came to the memory of the bloodstain,



and Nix had a splintered second to decide: move to get
out of the way, or stay still and hope.

Nix chose to move.

Gath'ilzogg heard, perhaps Nix' breath, perhaps his
footstep, and in a reflex swung out his large arm.
catching Nix right in the head.

Nix went sprawling, over the floor, too flustered for a
moment to move.

With a great bellow of rage, Gath'ilzogg kicked Nix
where he lay, sending him into the wall. Nix hit it head
first, slumped down and fell to the floor. Gath'ilzogg
picked him up by one leg, punched him hard in the
stomach, then carried him off, bellowing for his minions.

Interalia stared, mouth hanging open, face pale.

"Oh crap!"

Griggin Steambender's cart came clattering over the
drawbridge. Next to him in the box was his daughter
Trixie, Nix' little sister. She'd watched the whole
exchange of locks, little gifts and veiled promises from
the vantage point of the top bunk bed, and wanted to
save Nix from making a terrible mistake. She also
wanted to annoy that little Rogue tart, and her brother.



The cart came to a standstill next to Nix' one. They
turned off the strider and jumped down from the cart,
looking round for someone to announce their arrival to.
Behind them was the characteristic noise of a
twelve-year-old Mechanostrider, tuned up to within an
inch of its life, and being ridden by a suicidal
psychopath. Trixie grinned as its metal claws skidded
on the cobblestones in the courtyard.

"Hiya, ye hoor of Silvermoon! Where's Nix?"

Interalia stared, her lips moving in a string of silent
swear-words.

"The sodding greens have him!"

Griggin walked up, frowning. "Please explain, Miss
Interalia? Has Nix been taken by the Orcs? How could
that have happened?"

Interalia jumped off her strider, and faced Griggin. "I
was on a mission, spying on Stonewatch. He came
along for company, and he got caught. I have to get
him out! They'll... they'll..."

Interalia's lips trembled. Griggin put his hands on her
shoulders, and looked into her eyes.

"We have to get him out, Miss Interalia. Do you know
where he is?"



Interalia swallowed, getting a grip on herself. "Got a
pretty good idea."

"Good. Let me detach the striders, and we'll get him
out."

Trixie came walking round the back of the cart,
tightening the last strap on her plate armour. She
reached into the side box and pulled out a two-handed
broadsword. Most of the larger races would probably
find it difficult to think of a three-foot-tall girl with pink
pigtails as "A little extra muscle". They would be
surprised. What she lacked in size, she made up for in
speed and sheer aggression. Griggin came walking up
holding the reins of two Striders on 'follow'.

"Miss Interalia? Are you ready to go?"

Interalia nodded, jumped into the saddle of her own
strider, and they set off towards the south-east.

 

They rode three abreast, Interalia in the middle. Her
mechanostrider was the oldest one. Griggin and
Trixie's striders were a lot newer, and a lot less noisy.
Griggin shouted over the noise.

"Miss Interalia? Where do you think they may have
taken Nix?"



Interalia swallowed. "There's dungeons underneath
the main tower." She fell silent. She didn't want to say
more, but she was hoing to have to.

Griggin coughed. "Is that where the torture facilities
are?"

Interalia nodded. "Yeah. Gods, I hope..."

"It is to be hoped he is in there," said Griggin. "The
alternative would have been immediate execution."

Interalia's mouth fell open, and she looked at Trixie.

"He gets like that," said Trixie. "He's right though. It
takes two hours to get to the castle from there, and two
hours to get back. Takes only ten seconds to chop his
head off."

Interalia changed gears, and kicked the gas pedal
down. Ye gods, what kind of mind did it take for a father
to hope that his son was being tortured? She looked at
him, dressed in black robes, staff on his back, magic
wand tucked in his belt, and vowed never to get him
angry with her. Then, she realised that he might
already be angry with her. No matter. Get Nix out.
That's what was important.

In her mind, she went over the route to the torture 
chamber. Neither Trixie nor Griggin could hide like 
Interalia could. So Orcs were going to die. It was



getting dark. Good. They might be able to slip by a few
guards without fighting. Down into the tower. Take out
the guards there. Down the stairs, hide Trixie and
Griggin while she looked for Nix. They might just pull it
off.

They had to dismount about a half mile away from
the Tower, to avoid being seen. They could see the
tower through the leaves now and then. Once or twice,
they spotted Orcs, and allowed them to pass. They
came to a small cliff, and Trixie scrambled up, then
reached down to pull up first Griggin, then Interalia.
She looked at Trixie as she pulled her up. Nothing in
her face showed any anger towards her. They ran
forward again, Griggin in front this time. She looked at
Trixie.

"Um. I suppose you're right pissed off at me?"

Trixie shook her head.

"Really?"

Trixie looked at her. "Really."

"I got Nix into this pickle."

"Did you? Dragged him over there by his hair did
you?"

"Um. No."



"Well then."

"I shagged your brother," said Interalia, carefully
observing Trixie's face. "That's why he wanted to
come."

"High time someone did," said Trixie.

"Right. Now, you're creeping me out. Last time, I just
made you think I got his clothes off and you threw a fit.
Are you going to go all berserk on me when we get out
or something?"

Trixie laughed. "A while back, I probably would have.
But my first date with Richard was killing Warlocks in
the Deeprun tram. Nix may not've been thinking with
his head, but he came willingly. Not your fault. Also,
I've been taking anger management classes. Means I
can now save my rage for them as deserve it."

"You're not blaming me?"

"Why should I? You're going to help us get him out."
Trixie gave Interalia a sidelong look. "Unless I see you
slacking. Then if he dies, you die."

"If he dies," said Interalia, "I'll let you."

 

Interalia pointed forward, at one of the Orc guards, 
then drew her hand across her throat. Griggin nodded,



pointed at Trixie. Interalia raised a hand, then reached
into her pocket, pulled out a small bubble of glass and
threw it. It shattered on the ground on the far side of the
Orc guard, with a small 'pop' and a white cloud of
smoke. The guard looked up, and went to investigate.
Trixie sprang forward, drawing her sword, and thrust it
straight through the guard's chainmail, twisted, pulled it
out. The guard slumped. Interalia and Griggin dragged
the body inside while Trixie sheathed her sword.

"Not going for the beauty prize here," said Interalia.

"Elegance, indeed, is not a priority," said Griggin.
"Where next?"

Interalia led the way. They had taken the back
entrance, and now they were inside, there were only
the prison guards to worry about. For security reasons,
these were not heavily armed; whips and truncheons
were their only weapons. The reason was simple. If
they were overpowered, the prisoner would not have a
nice weapon with which to attack other guards. They
could call down their friends, though. And their friends
did have rather shiny weapons.

Griggin raised a hand. "I think I am going to call in
some reinforcements from the Twisting Nethers. Darva,
I think. Darva goes rather well with the decor here."



He closed his eyes, raised his hands and chanted
the syllables to his dark spell of summoning. Darva the
Succubus stepped from the shadows, a little smile on
its face.

"It's been a while... Master," said Darva. Its full,
sensuous lips twisted in a sneer. "Why now?"

"I foresee that I will have to kill or control some Orcs,"
said Griggin. "Would that suit your mood?"

The Succubus tilted its head back, and laughed. It
wasn't a nice laugh.

"Now you're talking. Last time you just wanted me to
walk round your student a few times. He's dead, isn't
he?"

Griggin frowned. "Let us not be distracted. We need
to find and rescue my son. To this end, we will first
learn his whereabouts from the torturers."

"Will they want to tell you, Master?"

"That is highly unlikely," said Griggin.

"Oh good," said Darva.

 

The Gnomes and their black-winged associate 
reached the torture chamber. Interalia peered through a 
slot in the door. She swallowed. Nix wasn't there. The



torturers were playing cards. Griggin looked, turned
round.

"Miss Interalia, Trixie, the one on the right is yours.
Dispose of him. Darva, I'd like you to seduce the one
on the left."

Interalia opened the door, slowly, and they stepped
into the room without the guards noticing. Interalia
shivered. One of the walls had loops set in it. Manacles
were hanging from them, so prisoners could be made
to see what happened to their friends. In the middle of
the room was a fire grill, with chains above them to
lower the victim into the flames. There were several
tables and chairs with attached hand-irons and foot
irons. She tried not to think of Nix strapped to one of
these, screaming. And failed. Next to her, she could
hear Trixie breathe in. Trixie was a pretty Gnome girl,
bright large blue eyes, as quick to laugh as to ignite her
temper. At this very moment, though, her eyes had lost
all their sparkle and her lips were pulled back in a snarl.
Her sword was in her hands, and every ounce of her
attention was fixed on the Orc on the right. This was
the varknaaier who'd hurt her brother. There wouldn't
be enough of him left to bury. Interalia pulled out a
throwing spike, dipped it in poison and waited.



Griggin whispered a few words to Darva the
Succubus, who calmly stepped forward. Its skin
seemed to glow with darkness as it stepped up to the
Orc on the left, kissed its fingers and blew a cloud of
shadow at the Orc. The Orc opened his eyes wide,
unable to do anything but look, look at this perfect
creature of impeccable beauty, tears rolling down his
face, drool running down his tusks. Darva walked up to
him, and with one finger, pushed him. The Orc fell over
onto his back like a felled tree.

Interalia's dart hit the other Orc. With calculated 
malice, she'd gone for the leg. The poison she was 
using hurt, devouring its victim from within. The further 
away from the heart, or the brain, the longer it would 
take the Orc to die. He'd be helpless in seconds. In this 
case though, the Orc didn't have to worry about hours 
of agony. With a fierce, shrill battle cry, Trixie leapt 
forward, all her reserved anger focused on the edge of 
her sword, bursting in one terrible explosion of force 
and death. She hit the Orc with a ferocious downward 
slash, between neck and shoulder, drawing the blade 
backwards for cutting action, down to the Orc's chest. 
She pulled the blade out, whirled round, and for good 
measure slashed the Orc's guts open, all the way from



right to left. The Orc was dead before he hit the ground,
playing cards still in his hand.

Griggin walked forward, cracking his knuckles.

"Well done, my children. Darva?"

Darva, who was standing a bit to one side, studying
its fingernails, looked up, quasi nonchalant.

"Master?"

"Would you please wake up the Orc?"

"Oh, must I? He looks so pretty when he's asleep.
Oh well."

Darva walked over to the Orc, and straddled his legs,
unrolled its long whip, and with a crack brought it down
on the Orc's face. The Orc bucked up, but Darva didn't
budge. The long fingernails dug into the Orc's throat,
and the Succubus hissed.

"He is awake, Master."

"Good."

Griggin kneeled by the Orc's head, and pushed his
face towards him.

"Where is my son?"

The Orc spat out a few words in his own language,
then spat in Griggin's face. Griggin didn't even move.

"Did you understand that, Darva?"



"Yes, Master. He wishes you to have sexual
intercourse with assorted farmyard animals."

"Hold him down."

Griggin took a breath, gathered up his magic, then
cast a spell of corruption on the Orc's flesh. The Orc's
eyes bulged, and he tried to move, but the Succubus
held him easily.

"Darva? What's the Orcish translation of 'Where is
my son?' Ask him please."

Somehow, Darva managed to make the Orcish
language sound seductive as it bent over the Orc and
asked him. The orc laughed in Griggin's face.

"Little runt break easy. Tell us all we want. Then
have more fun. Is hard, getting every scream without
killing too soon."

"Where is he?"

"He yell for his pappy. You too late."

"Step away from him, Darva."

"Master?"

"Do it."

Darva laughed, stood up. Griggin held his hand over
the Orc's legs, and let rip. The Orc screamed. Griggin
didn't even blink.



"I happen to know that to wring every scream of pain
from a victim takes some time. I know this because I
have, unfortunately, had to do it myself. I had much
better equipment than this second-rate outfit. To utterly
destroy a person, body and soul, takes more than the
time my son has been in your custody." Griggin
lowered his hand. "Now where is he?"

The Orc stopped screaming, breath coming in
uneven gasps as he looked down, and saw only
charred stumps where his legs used to be.

"Where is my son. Tell me and I'll end it quickly."

"Holding cell! Holding cell ten! Corridor right!"

"Thank you," said Griggin, standing up. The Orc
screamed in Orcish. Griggin looked up at Darva.

"He pleads for mercy, Master."

"I must have heard that word somewhere, though its
meaning eludes me at the moment. Trixie? Do
something about the noise."

The screaming stopped abruptly as Trixie stabbed
the Orc in the chest. She pulled out an oily rag, cleaned
her sword with it and sheathed it. Interalia put her hand
on Trixie's arm.



"Sis? You used to scare the shit out of me, but not
anymore." Interalia watched Griggin walk out of the
door. "Now, it's your dad."

 

They stopped in front of holding cell ten. Griggin
gathered up his magic to blast the door open, but
Interalia pushed him to one side. She produced her
lockpicks, and opened the door. The cell was dark, and
stank of excrement, rotten flesh, pain and fear. Soft
noises came from inside. As they stepped inside, a
hoarse voice cried out, cracked from too much
screaming.

"No! Don't take me! I've told you everything!"

"Nix!" Interalia ran inside, and was on her knees.
Scared to touch him, she put a hand on his arm. Nix
gasped, looked at her. One of his eyes wouldn't open.
The other moved quickly from Interalia to...

"Dad?"

Griggin fell on his knees next to his son. "I'm here,
Nix. Everything will be fine. We have you."

Interalia looked over her shoulder. Trixie was
standing in the doorway, afraid to come in, afraid of
what she might see.



"Dad?" Nix whimpered as Griggin gently lifted him
up. "Dad? I... I told them. I'm so sorry. I told them,
Dad."

"Very wise," said Griggin. "Don't worry, Nix.
Everything will be alright. We're taking you home.
Trixie? Bandages."

Nix sobbed, shaking. "Dad... They... they broke my
hands. They broke my hands, Dad! I told them
everything! And then they broke my..." Nix cried, tears
rolling down his cheeks. Griggin sat next to him,
holding him as gently as he could, repeating over and
over again.

"It'll be alright, Son. I'm taking you home."

They arrived at the castle in the small hours. All their 
clothes and armour were spattered with blood. Getting 
out hadn't been easy, but few enemies are more deadly 
than a master Warlock who has just lost the last drop of 
compassion he might once have felt for his enemies. 
Their path was littered with charred or dismembered 
bodies, or in some cases living corpses wildly staring, 
hearts still beating, pumping the poison round and 
round in their decaying bodies. Griggin had held Nix in



his arms as he pushed his strider to its limits. To the
North-east. To Caer Bannog. To the healers.

They woke up one of the Paladin healers. The
healer, Brother Alruin, saw first the look in Griggin's
eyes, then the miserable heap of suffering that was Nix.
He took Nix into his arms, and carried him to the
infirmary as though he were a child, shouting at his
fellow healers to come and join him. The door slammed
shut behind them, and Trixie, Interalia and Griggin
could do nothing more than sit outside, and wait.

"Miss Interalia?"

Interalia's eyes turned towards Griggin, scared of
what he might say.

"Thank you," said Griggin. "Thank you for all that you
have done."

Interalia stared at her feet, hanging free as they were
sitting on a Human sized bench.

"I don't feel I deserve thanks," she said.

Trixie's arm was round her shoulders.

"They're going to fix him up," she said. "Everything
will be fine."

Interalia looked at Trixie's face, nodded her head.

"Everything will be fine," said Trixie.



Part 20: Shards

"Captain?"

Kuryon walked into Captain Andral's cabin. Captain
Andral was sitting at his small table, writing a letter to
the people whose goods he still had in his holds,
informing them that a Stormwind tall ship would shortly
be bringing them to their final destination. He'd found a
ship with space in the hold. It was going to cost him
gold, but he could probably get that back from the
Darkshore Admiralty. The Captain looked up.

"Mr. Swellrider?"

"We're sailing in two days, aren't we?"

"Yes. We're off to Azuremyst Isle. Some mage wants
to take himself and a lot of equipment to Auberdine.
He's got friends in the Admiralty, and we are the
smallest vessel in the area."

"Right. In that case, permission to visit Moonglade,
Sir?"

"Granted. Give my regards to Syndrien. Do you need
your wages now?"

"Yes please."



 

Kuryon took a breath, smiled and quietly walked into
the room. On the bed lay a young woman, hands lying
gently in her lap, looking up at the ceiling. A bowl of
fruit was on the night table next to her. The sheets had
just been changed, and smelled of lavender. Though
her eyes were open, the woman made no sign that she
had heard Kuryon come in. Kuryon pulled up a stool,
sat down by the bed. He took the woman's hand,
slender, almost translucent, in his own strong, hard
hand.

"Hello Syndrien, my daughter."

Syndrien said nothing, blinked once. Kuryon knew
that probably wasn't in response to his words, but still,
it might be.

"The captain sends his greetings. You look more
beautiful than ever. Almost as beautiful as your
mother."

Kuryon talked. He talked about his recent 
adventures, hopes, dreams. About that brave Dwarf 
and the Human, who had given their lives for them. 
Then he took out his sailor's knife, cut one of the 
apples in the bowl beside her into small pieces, and fed 
them to her, one by one, watching her swallow.



Syndrien always smiled when he did that. She liked
apples. Peaches were her favourite, but there weren't
any. Finally, the fruit gone, he gently turned her face
towards him, and looked deep into her eyes. He let his
thoughts flow into her mind.

"Syndrien. It has been twenty-two years since your
mother and I invited your soul to come and live with us.
You are still welcome. So very welcome. Please come
soon."

He quietly left the room. There had been visits when
he'd cried on leaving, but he hadn't done that for at
least ten years. The kind Tauren woman smiled at him.

"She be well, Sailor."

"I can see. Thank you."

"Yesterday, I come in, she look at me. Eyes follow
me round the room. She be coming. Coming from a
long way away, but she be coming."

"She'll be there next time I come here," said Kuryon.
"Next time."

Cullan stood on the edge of the Warrior's Terrace, 
looking down on the training grounds. Nægling was 
there, sword out, attacking the strongest of the training



dummies. He tilted his head slightly. Something was
different about her. Perhaps the difference was that she
had no living enemies here. Or Undead ones. He
walked down the ramp, to watch her more closely.
Some of the sheer ferocity had gone out of her attacks.
Also, she was annoyed with herself, that much he could
see. She took a few steps back, and Cullan could see
her take a better grip on her sword. She took a breath,
and leapt at the training dummy again. The Beast
within Cullan made him smile to see her strength. She
noticed him, looked at him. The Beast wanted him to
stick out his tongue and pant at her. Cullan firmly
vetoed such an undignified and vulgar thing.

"Mr. Cullan," said Nægling.

Cullan bowed his head. "Sister. I notice your fighting
stance is different. Is something wrong?"

Nægling swung her big sword round with one hand,
then shook her head.

"Nothing is wrong. In fact, something has been put
right. Druid Mira healed some of my old injuries."

"Ah. I see."

Nægling opened and closed her right hand. The 
strap between her fingers was gone. The Beast pointed 
out to Cullan how that made the muscles in her arm



move. Cullan told the Beast to be quiet.

"Grateful though I am to Druid Mira, it does affect my
muscle memory. My sword feels different in my hand.
No matter. That is a luxury problem. All I need to do is
practice."

Nægling raised her sword again, brought it down.
Wood chips flew. In an effort to stop Cuchullainn
commenting on the way Nægling moved, Cullan
approached the next dummy over, drew his daggers
and attacked. He hadn't refreshed the poison on them
since the fight at sea, but for a wooden dummy, he
didn't need poison. He looked round to see Nægling
look at him, leaning on her sword.

"Aren't you going to become a bit Bloody Mary like
that?"

Cullan stabbed deep into the guts of the dummy, his
other dagger hitting the neck. He shook his head.

"It is tied to anger. I could even practice with my
fellow thieves and cutpurses back in Gilneas without
changing."

"There's nobody here," said Nægling, with a gleam in
her eyes. "I came here specially to practice alone."

"Apologies Sister," said Cullan, unconvincingly, with 
a combined double slash across the dummy's



abdomen.

"Not at all," said Nægling. "I quite like your
company."

Nægling watched Cullan fight his pretend enemy,
daggers striking home in precisely controlled places.
Whoever had taught him, had told him all about vital
organs and how to render their owners non-vital. She
kept watching him, patiently waiting for him to get the
hint.

Cullan took a step back, saw Nægling standing there
with her arms crossed. He took a deep breath, and
allowed his Human disguise to flow away. Nægling
grinned. Cuchullainn grinned back. Once more, they
faced their wooden enemies and attacked.

Interalia jerked upright in her bed. She crawled over 
to the other side of the shelf, and put her hand on Nix' 
shoulder. Nix was also sitting upright, breathing fast. 
Interalia listened. The occupants of Nægling's shelf 
were still asleep. Nix' eyes turned to her, wide open, 
reassuring himself that he was safe. Nix' teeth were 
chattering, and he was rubbing his hands together. 
Interalia took Nix' hands in hers. Please stop that. For



decency's sake, they were sleeping with their feet
together. She looked at him. That wouldn't do. Wouldn't
do at all. She moved over to lie down behind him,
gently pressing her warm body against his back. She
whispered small words of comfort into his ears, words
of sleep, until finally, weary, he slept.

 

"Who gives a damn whether a bunch of lugs get
wet?"

Griggin looked at his son. "We do. We have already
been paid. If we do not deliver, then we will move onto
such painful subjects as 'refunds', which we do not
want. Move it, my boy!"

Nix got up from his bed. Interalia was on patrol. Trix
was already up and doing, laying out lengths of copper
pipe.

"Good thing it isn't anything subtle. Bang in a bunch
of pipes. Hope it isn't too much for me."

"I'll need your help assembling the pump as well.
That's a two-man job." Griggin looked into Nix' eyes. "I
need you, Son. Without you, I won't pull this off. I'm
counting on you."

"Wish you wouldn't, Dad. I'm not up to it anymore." 
He held up his hands, shaking. "It still hurts, Dad. Can't



hold them still. Can't put a point-four nut on a bolt,
even."

"You're hungry," said Griggin. "Go get some
breakfast and you'll feel much better."

 

Brother Alruin shook his head.

"Impossible. We have cast every healing spell we
can usefully cast on that boy, Mr. Steambender.
Anthropomorphic memory on Gnomes is phenomenal.
There is nothing wrong with Nix that healing spells can
repair."

Griggin sighed. "He says it still hurts."

"That is entirely possible," said Brother Alruin. "But
the damage to his body has been taken care of. You
have to remember what happened to him. Torture goes
beyond damaging the body. It touches the soul."

Griggin simply nodded, made no comment.

"Our healing spells do not touch the soul. Only our 
prayers do, to some extent, and he has been in our 
prayers ever since you brought him here. He needs the 
love and care of his family and friends. Wounds on the 
soul are slow to heal, but you are a long lived kind. He 
will be healed. Luckily, you were quick to rescue him.



His ordeal lasted only a few hours, grievous though it
was."

Griggin stared outside. It was a bright, sunny day.
Soldiers were practicing outside. He took a deep
breath.

"We have killed the Orcs who did this to Nix. You
have healed his body. Miss Interalia is kinder to him
than I would have expected of her. I may not have
given her the credit she deserves. Trixie... She doesn't
know what to do." Griggin smiled. "Usually, they fight
like cat and dog. She wants to, for the sake of
normality, but won't allow herself."

"And you?"

Griggin's face darkened. "I am not a vindictive man,
Brother Alruin. And my religious doctrines do not allow
me to relinquish control of my emotions. Still."

Brother Alruin waited.

"In my mind, Stonewatch Keep is a smouldering pile
of rubble, and all its occupants are dead." Griggin
looked up at the Priest. "Do you realise what kind of
man I am?"

"You are a Warlock," said Brother Alruin. "Daemons
and the shadow-fire of the Twisting Nethers are yours
to command."



"I am," said Griggin. "I know at least three
Daemon-lords who would be delighted to make my
vision reality. For a price, of course."

"Your soul," said brother Alruin.

"Indeed," said Griggin. "My complete destruction. It is
not worth the satisfaction of watching these misguided
wretches die." He took a deep breath. "So speaks all
my mind, except for a tiny splinter of it. That tiny
splinter says, let them burn."

All the way to the edge of Darnassus, there is a 
waterfall. The fresh water from the springs, deep below 
the Sea, that feed Teldrassil the World-tree, falls down 
into the sea, blown by the wind into a fine spray. It is 
one of the few places where you can look all the way 
down, and see just how high up in the air you really 
are. Lirael sometimes came there, to think. It was a 
good place for it. She had just delivered a message 
from Priestess Jandria to Mathrengyl Bearwalker. His 
response was in her hand. The High-ups, Tyrande 
Whisperwind and Arch-druid Fandral Staghelm, were 
officially Not Talking To Each Other, but still, actions 
needed to be coordinated. Lirael grinned. Jandria and 
Bearwalker were flirting shamelessly in their messages.



She was not, of course, supposed to read the
messages, but he'd written it while she watched, and
handed it to her without sealing it. As a priestess, it was
her job to be nosy. Lirael doubted very much whether it
would ever go further than perhaps a quiet shared cup
of tea at Saelienne's, but they seemed to be enjoying it.

Lirael reached the waterfall, and found that it was
occupied by a dark-haired Human warrior. The
Lieutenant seemed lost in thought, and didn't even
notice her until she stood next to him.

"Good afternoon, Sister Lirael," said Smitty.

"Hello Lieutenant," said Lirael, with a gleam in her
eye. "How's the butt?"

Smitty gave a little laugh. He'd never live that one
down. "I have not had any arrows in it since last you
commented on it, Sister."

"Good," said Lirael. "Selena will be pleased."

Smitty turned his eyes back to the sky and the sea,
and said nothing.

"Oh, I know," said Lirael. "Silly love-sick puppy
following you around everywhere. You must be so tired
of her now. When do you hand her in to her brothers?"



Smitty slowly turned his head, and looked into
Lirael's eyes.

"That 'silly love-sick puppy', as you call her, will
someday be the leader of all the Caer Bannog hunters.
She, Sir Gerrig and Master-at-arms Bannog are the
rulers of my house. Please do not refer to her in that
way."

Lirael laughed. "You're not fooling me, you know.
You're certainly not fooling her." She sat down next to
Smitty, treating him to the full intensity of her alien
eyes, shining with the Light's glow and intelligence. "I
could tell that you cared for her back at the Castle.
There's nothing wrong with Selena's instincts. She
knows what she is seeing. What she doesn't know is
whether to trust the evidence of her eyes."

"I..." Smitty hesitated. "I am not in love with her. I will
admit to a certain fondness for her, but..."

"Oo," said Lirael. "A certain fondness. Wait till I tell
her that."

"Please don't," said Smitty, with a weary tone in his
voice.

"Why not?"

Smitty took a deep breath, wondering how to rid
himself of this irksome priestess.



"Look at me, Sister Lirael. I am Second Lieutenant
Joseph Smith, warden of a farmstead that was burnt
down by Orcs for the second time less than a month
ago, soldier of the Army of Caer Bannog."

"Don't mind if I do look at you, Second Lieutenant
Smith. Lady Selena's taste in men is beyond reproach."

"Yeah," said Smitty. "I entered the castle as a recruit.
My dad sent me, as I'm his second son. They taught
me which end of a sword was which, and to run
towards the enemy as well as away from them, and I
somehow didn't mess up spectacularly. And then I was
Sergeant Smitty, and nobody minded me giving them
orders, because I like to keep my men alive, and they
know it."

Lirael nodded, and said nothing.

"And then the Blackrock Orcs came knocking on our
doors, and one of these Light-bereft Ogres thought he'd
fling prisoners over our walls. So I mounted one of the
big crossbows and shot the bastard. And M.A. Bannog
noticed. And then, we went to hit back at the Blackrock,
and he put me in charge of the horsemen. And they all
survived."

"Very good," said Lirael.



"And then we caught a few leftover Orcs, and M.A.
Bannog comes out of the tower like a thunderstorm,
and tells me to kill them."

"What? I didn't know Bannog was that bloodthirsty."

"Oh he was that day. He'd just offed their leader, and
that leader had ordered the murder of Old Sir Bannog,
part of Light. Still don't know what got into me, but I told
him that was against the laws."

"Oh that's brave."

"I survived, so yeah. He was about ready to knock
my block off. If he had, it would have been stupid, not
brave. As it was, he promoted me to the exalted rank I
have now."

"I remember. I was there."

"I know. Still. Everything I've earned up till now, I've
earned myself. Bit of skill. Bit of luck. Second
Lieutenant Smitty."

"Well-earned if you ask me. You're a good man. Like
I said, Selena's got good taste. So what's that got to do
with it?"

Smitty picked up a pebble and threw it over the
waterfall, down, down.



"Let's say that I... No. Let's say that you fall in love
with that Arch-druid, what's his name again... ah.
Fandral Staghelm."

Lirael snorted, then nearly rolled off her rock
laughing.

"That, Lieutenant, is about the worst example I've
heard in my entire life." She got a grip on herself. "Go
on."

"Alright. And let's assume the two of you get
together."

Lirael clutched her breast, looking up into the sky.
"Oh Fandral! Your arrogance. Your disdain for your
fellow Elves. I find that so attractive in a man. Take me!
Do with me what you will!"

"Yes, yes," said Smitty. "So he's a git. Humour me."

"Oh alright then," said Lirael, still chuckling to herself.
"Go on."

"You're what, a Priestess now? Novice? Acolyte?"

"I'm an apprentice Priestess of the Temple of the
Moon."

"And you want to become a High Priestess?"

"Nobody wants to become a High Priestess. It sort of 
happens when you get good enough. You want the



power that comes with it. Power to do good. The
respect of your peers. Mind you, I'm much more likely
to go with the choir. I love singing with them."

"Choir. Right. So your husband then arranges to put
you in charge of the choir. Say he can do that."

Lirael fell silent. She looked at the tiny ripples on the
sea, deep below them. She shook her head.

"He couldn't. Even if Staghelm had anything to say in
the matter, which he doesn't, the rest of the Choir
would never stand for it. Trainer Jandria has built the
choir from the ground up. I wouldn't stand for it if
someone came in and replaced her. I'd be out of there
just like that, and so would everyone else." Lirael
turned her eyes back to Smitty. "I understand what
you're saying."

"You do?"

"Selena is above you in the order of things." Lirael
smiled, thinking of Selena. "The silly girl would probably
think she'd be doing you a favour by promoting you to
whatever she'd think of."

"Please," said Smitty, reproachfully.

"She's my friend. I can call her a silly girl if I want to.
She calls me a weird woman. Just tell me one thing."



"Sister?"

Lirael's eyes pierced Smitty's. "You have plans. You
want to raise yourself in the ranks, and see how high
you can get. At any point in those plans, can you see
yourself becoming Selena's equal?"

Smitty looked at his feet. "I might."

"When you do, what then? If I know Selena, she'll still
be in love with you, even if it takes years. She'll still be
wondering if you love her, or whether she's fooling
herself. It'll wreck her life. I don't want her life wrecked,
because I like her. Do you want her life wrecked,
Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith?"

"I don't," said Smitty. "I..."

Lirael got up, looked down on Smitty where he sat.

"You can't leave it like this. The longer you leave it,
the longer she'll suffer. You do realise that she is
suffering, don't you?"

Smitty looked up at Lirael, nodded quietly. Lirael bent
down over him.

"As I can see it, you have a choice. You either tell 
her, convincingly, that you do not love her. Cut her 
loose. Make her never want to look at you again. Or, 
you tell her that you're coming for her. And ask her to



wait for you."

"Sister, I..."

"You have a choice, Smitty. Many, many people don't
have the choice you have. Be with her, and you'll make
Selena a very happy girl. Cut her off, and you'll make
her sad for a while, but she'll recover and be a wiser
girl for it. Leave her hanging..." Lirael turned round to
leave. "And you'd better hope that all the archers who
shoot at you are lousy shots."

The door to Saelienne's inn opened, and Mira looked
up to see a blonde Human girl enter with a blonde
Dwarf girl. She blinked. Hold on, wasn't that...

"Short-ears! What in Elune's name are you doing
here? Don't tell me Blondie is here as well." Mira
frowned. "Can't be. There's still booze in the place."

Selena laughed. "No, she isn't. All the rotgut is for
you."

"Oi. We are Keldorei. We don't have rotgut, we have
pourriture noble."

"How are you, Mira?" said Selena, giving her a big
hug.



Mira rested her chin on Selena's head. "I'm up and
running, and keeping the fighters from falling over at
inopportune times. Healer's work is never done."

"Oh, I heard that a Druid healed Filyen. I didn't know
it was you!"

"Hey, that blue girl back at Caer Bannog. How's she
doing? Manages to stay away from the Orcs?"

"She's off with Ariciel, for some training. Lirael says
they went off to Outland."

"Really? Why? The place is crumbling at the edges."

"Mareva wanted to go there. Show Ariciel where she
was born."

"Oh, that will cheer her up. It's pretty much a
demon-infested dump, and about to whirl off into space.
Miracle it hasn't already. There's about two nice places
left there. Nagrand isn't too bad, and Zangarmarsh. If
you like fun guys."

Selena pointed a finger at Mira. "That is a horrible
pun."

"I'm a horrible girl."

Selena grinned. "And on that note... Meet Hieronimo.
Hieronimo? Meet Mira."

Heronimo sneered at Selena, nodded at Mira.



"Pleased ta meet ye, Miss."

"That's what you say now. Drinks anyone?"

"Gonna need a bigger table. Lots more coming."

Selena ended up on a table with Mira, Hieronimo,
and Lirael. Much to her surprise, they were joined by
Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith. His shoulder
brushed Selena's as he sat down, and she looked up at
him. He gave her a quick, well, not really a smile, but a
look a few points warmer than his usual
get-me-out-of-here look. He stared at the menu on the
wall.

"Try the escargots," said Selena. "They're lovely."
Lirael gave her a Look.

Saelienne came, went, and returned with their
starters. Smitty stared at his blisteringly hot dish of
delicious snails. Selena innocently dipped some bread
in her vegetable soup.

Mira was looking over to the table where Aviana's
Wingbeat's crew was sitting with the Caer Bannog
soldiery. Kuryon wasn't back yet, so Breladon had
taken his seat, next to Filyen. His arm was out of sight
behind Filyen's back, and she was wriggling her
shoulders with a happy look on her face. She was
going to be just fine.



"Ah yes," said Lirael. "You healed that girl, didn't
you? Well done. Maraine went there and found she had
nothing to do."

"You priests are a bunch of slackers. Breladon
wanted her in one piece, for some reason." Mira smiled
smugly. "And I was happy to help. Chalk up a few more
brownie points."

"Hmm. You may have to wait a bit to claim them.
They look like they have plans."

"They do, don't they? Bless 'em. We're sailing
tomorrow. Make the most of it, my love."

Hieronimo blinked, looking from Mira to Lirael, to
Filyen, back to Mira.

"He's yer boyfriend? The one sitting with Miss
Filyen?"

"Aye lass," said Mira, imitating a Dwarf accent.

"And... just look at 'em! He's all over her!"

"Would put a bear off honey for a month. Sickening."

"And ye just... just let em?"

Mira frowned. "Let them? What do you mean?"

"He's cheatin' on ye, right in front of yer eyes, and
you just go 'Oh. Oh well.' What... what?"



Mira laughed. "He's not cheating on me! I know
exactly what they're going to do. Do her good. Works
wonders against bad memories."

Hieronimo stared in slack-jawed astonishment,
shaking her head.

"And I suppose ye'll find yer fun somewhere else?"
She sneered, jerked her head at Lirael. "With her
maybe?"

"Oo! Score one of the top sopranos in the Temple
Choir. Now there's an idea."

Lirael raised her eyebrows at Mira. "Just 'one of' the
top sopranos, chérie?" With her finger, she drew a
cross in the air.

"Oh well. I don't do girls anyway. Désolée, my
sweet."

"Light be thanked for small mercies," said Hieronimo.

Mira studied this strange Dwarf girl's face. What in
the name of all that's weird was she blathering about?
Selena, who had been showing Smitty how to deal with
the snails, suddenly felt a chill next to her and looked
round. Oh dear.

"Hieronimo? What's up?"

"Bloody unnatural acts, that's what!"



"What, at the table?"

Mira stared at Hieronimo, and icicles were on her
voice. "We are Keldorei. I think you'll find that we're shit
hot on living in harmony with nature,
thankyouverymuch."

"Och really? And gettin' it on with anything that
moves is all natural I suppose?"

Mira took a deep breath, but before she could rip the
head off this annoying little piece of work, Lirael raised
her hand. She looked into Mira's eyes.

"Mira? Gueule." She turned back. "Hieronimo? We
do not 'get it on with anything that moves'. I don't know
what gave you that idea, and I don't care. Look at me. I
am a Night-elf. You've met Arador. He is my boyfriend,
and I love him with all my heart. There is also Feanor,
who is also my boyfriend, and Milo. I love all three of
them, each in their own way. When I am with any of
them, I cannot imagine being sad. Arador has a
girlfriend in the guards, and she's, well, I'd say 'lovely',
but she'd kick me. Still, she is. Milo is married to a
beautiful woman, and living in Stormwind with her.
Nobody's cheating on anyone. We all know what's
what."



Hieronimo opened her mouth to say something, but
Lirael wasn't finished.

"I also have this girl, lives over in Shadowglen. I don't
see her all that often, but I love her, too. She's not as
lucky with her boyfriends as I am. Seems to be a
magnet for rotters, and she really deserves someone
better. When she's in one of her bad patches, I'm over
there just like that, and you better believe I'll do
whatever I can to make her feel better." Lirael looked
into Hieronimo's eyes. "And yes. 'Whatever I can'
includes making love to her. Do you have a boyfriend?"

Hieronimo shook her head, unable to look away.

"Are you a virgin?"

Hieronimo swallowed, then nodded. "Yer not
supposed to be doin' that kind o' thing till yer
thirty-three."

Lirael's eyes softened. "How long to wait?"

"Five years."

"And everybody waits?"

"Of course," said Hieronimo. "Ye can't get married till
yer thirty-three, and ye don't get yer privates out till yer
married."



"Um," said Selena. "What were you trying to do with
that bloke in Kharanos then?"

"I wasn't goin' to take me clothes off for him, ye daft
bint!"

Lirael smiled at Hieronimo, putting a hand on her
short, strong arm. Hieronimo looked at Lirael's hand,
then back up into her eyes.

"I hope you find a wonderful husband," she said. "To
make love to someone, it's the most sincere, the most
powerful way of saying to someone that you wish them
well, to make them feel better when they're sad, or
completely ecstatic when they're feeling good to begin
with. When you give yourself to someone, give them
the gift of touch, the magic, it is impossible for them not
to understand, not to know that you love them. Anyone
can do that for anyone else. Boy, girl, doesn't matter. I
could make love to a Human, a Dwarf, even a Draenei,
and even though they come from farther away than all
the paths of Azeroth laid end to end, they would
understand. My hand is touching you now. Do you
understand what I mean with that touch?"

Hieronimo looked away.

"I don't get it on with girls."



Lirael shrugged. "Neither does Mira. I do, sometimes,
but I wouldn't dream of trying it with you. That would
not be making love."

Lirael looked round the table. Everybody happy now?
Good. She picked up her fork and started on her salad.

 

"You're a better woman than I am," said Mira. They
were watching Selena and Hieronimo walk off into the
night. "I was about ready to go bear on the little..."

"Aww. She's nice, really she is. And she's all alone in
a strange place, where nobody behaves the way she's
used to." Lirael looked sad. "She's a product of her
people. Dwarves are very much in favour of things
being right and proper."

"Meaning we're not?"

"Not according to their rules, we're not. Gettin' it on
wi' girls? Ye dirty hussies. That's not going to change in
a hurry, either. And it won't change ever if all you do is
punch someone in the face for being different."

"Pf. Do you really think that girl is now all right and
cosy with our wicked and depraved ways?"

"Of course not," said Lirael. "I'm battling against a 
whole life of being told what's right. You have to stick to



just one boyfriend. So which one are you keeping?"

"Sod that. I'm going to get them all together in one
big bed."

"And there you have it. Are you going back to the
ship?"

"Naah. Still pissed off. I think I'll take a run through
the forest to walk it off. See if I still remember the paths.
You?"

"I feel pretty good, actually." Lirael punched the air. "I
struck a blow against ignorance. Go me!"

"Well done," said Mira. "Wanna come with? I'll show
you what a Moonwell looks like when there's actual
moon."

"Out in the woods by night? You strange person. I'm
heading for Arador's. Got some music to practice."

"Oh alright. Enjoy." She waved, and ran off into the
dark.

Lirael grinned. "Oh, I will."

Griggin started the big Optimal Prime 5000 water 
pump and heater. It was the very pump he had once 
installed in the Stonefire Tavern in Ironforge, until the 
IGNITE (Ironforge Gnomish Network for the



Implementation of Thermal Energy) network of pumps
and pipes had made it redundant. Mr. Firebrew had let
him take it away with him. The pump still used the
same energy crystals from Un'goro Crater. He'd left a
fresh set of crystals so that Selena's grandchildren
could replace them. Griggin was moderately pleased
with their handywork. Pipes ran from the basement to a
spring deep under Caer Bannog's foundations. He
hadn't even considered feeding it from the moat. As
Quartermaster Declan put it, Orcs could piss in it. From
the pump, more pipes ran to the kitchen (an extra he
had put in for free), the secret tunnel (which was also
an extra, but definitely not free), and for some bizarre
reason, three pipes, (hot, cold, and waste), ran to one
of the storage cupboards in the keep. If they were
going to be visiting this castle more often, a quiet place
to wash one's face was no extreme luxury. He walked
up the stairs from the boiler room, to find Interalia
leaving the kitchen.

"Miss Interalia?"

"Hi. What's cooking?"

"I have just started the pump. It should be at 
operating temperature in approximately twelve minutes. 
Could you run upstairs and tell Nix? He should be just



about done with the final making good. I'll be in the
kitchen testing the flow regulators. Ask him if he would
test the showers for pressure and temperature."

"Sure thing, Boilerman."

Griggin watched Interalia skip up the stairs.

"Boilerman?"

 

Interalia opened the door, and walked into the new
bathroom. She looked round, and whistled. The
Steambenders had outdone themselves. Smooth tiles
from floor to ceiling, wash basin, benches for sitting on
while you pulled your socks on. Pegs for hanging up
your clothes, all done in tasteful marble, with the device
of Caer Bannog on one of the walls. Nix was by the
wash basin, with the mirror in his hands, trying to slot it
onto the clamps.

"Nix?"

Nix looked round, lowering the mirror.

"Give me a hand, will you? Can't get it in."

Such a sad look was on Nix' face that Interalia 
completely ignored the excellent innuendo in that 
sentence and took the mirror from him. She slotted the 
mirror in the bottom clamps, pushed it up against the



wall and slid down the top clamps.

"Thanks," said Nix, rubbing his hands together.
Interalia looked at him, and he stopped.

"Your dad says the pump is running. And to test
for..."

"Temperature and pressure," said Nix. "I know. I
heard the pipes."

"Right."

Nix walked into the shower, and turned on the taps.
Air started to hiss. Interalia looked up.

"Hey! It isn't working."

"There's still air in the pipes," said Nix, "And the
pump isn't up to full pressure yet."

He walked out of the shower. Behind his back, there
was the stuttering sound of water and the rains came
down. Nix walked over to the wash basin and turned on
those taps as well. Water splashed down into the basin,
and disappeared down the plughole. Finally, Nix
walked up to a strange device sitting in a separate
corner of the bathroom, and turned a tiny valve. There
was the sound of water running.

"What's that?"

"In-door latrine," said Nix.



"Eww! Why'd you want to have that indoors?"

"Most castles have 'em," said Nix. "Only this one
flushes out with water. Better than your basic hole in
the wall."

"Oh the joys of modern living. Give me a proper
cludgie any time. If you're lucky, the seat is still warm
from the one before you."

Nix gave a little snort of a laugh. Interalia looked up
at his face.

"So now what?"

"Well, we wait a bit, and then we check water flow
and temperature."

"How hot and how wet, you mean?" Interalia gave
Nix a filthy grin.

"Yeah," said Nix.

Interalia sneered. "That was a come-on, just in case
you didn't notice."

"Sorry."

Interalia slapped the back of Nix' head. "Dammit, Nix,
we're rogues. We don't apologise, ever."

"Oh. Sorry."

"Now you're taking the piss."



Interalia looked at the rushing water, then at Nix. A
little grin started on her face. On one of the benches
was a sheet of paper with a drawing of the pipes on.
She looked in Nix' toolbox and found that friend of all
plumbers when the waters come down where they're
not wanted: a ball of putty. Interalia reached out, pulled
Nix' stub of pencil from behind his ear and wrote on the
paper. Then, she stuck it to the door with putty. Nix
blinked.

"What the hell, pardon my Orcish, are you doing?"

"Testing," said Interalia. She started to unbutton her
blouse.

"Oi! Keep that on! Someone could come in!"

Interalia threw her blouse at Nix and started on her
leather trousers.

"Put a 'Keep Out' sign on the door."

She dropped the last of her clothes, and stepped into
the shower.

"Brr! It's cold!"

"Look, the pump isn't up to speed yet. Get out of
there!"

"Oo! This perks you up. Look at me! I'm getting
goosebumps."



"Interalia!"

"Ah, no. It's warming up. Ooh. This is nice!"

Interalia turned her face up to the falling water, and
flaunted herself at Nix shamelessly.

"Get in here, plumber boy."

"What?! No!"

"Stop arguing. Get your kit off. Humans are twice the
size of Gnomes. If this thing can get us both wet, it's
working properly."

Nix looked at his feet.

"I don't want you to see."

Interalia looked at Nix, standing there, one hand
behind his back to avoid rubbing them together. With a
lump in her throat, she stepped out of the shower,
dripping, and put her hands on Nix' shoulders.

"Nix?" Interalia looked into his eyes, and started
unbuttoning his shirt for him. "You've seen Nails with
her clothes off, have you?"

"Yeah," said Nix. He didn't move, but then again, he 
didn't try to stop what Interalia was doing either. 
Interalia pulled his shirt down. She looked, quickly. It 
wasn't pretty. Nails' scars were more or less random, 
made by little more than wild animals. Savages. Nix'



scars were precise. Burns in neat rows on his chest.
Long cuts. Someone had figured out precisely how to
make someone suffer, both body and mind. What a
waste of brains. Nix had been healed by the Human
priests, leaving only white marks on his skin, memories
in his mind, nightmares in his sleep.

"It doesn't look too bad," said Interalia. Her face was
only inches away from Nix'. "Makes you look badass.
Did I ever tell you that badass Gnomes turn me on?"

"No."

"Well, they do. You've been through hell and come
back. They aren't breathing anymore. You are. By the
Ancient Gods, you do turn me on. You're not getting
away."

Interalia took a hold on Nix' arms, and walked
backwards till the water fell on them both. She closed
her eyes and kissed Nix, pulling him close to her. Her
hands ran down his back, no longer smooth. She'd lied
to him. She would have told him the very same thing if
she'd had to keep herself from throwing up. She'd have
done the exact same thing she was doing now, pushing
her body into his, urgently, hungrily. So. Was it still a lie
if it happened to be true? She pulled at his ear-lobe
with her teeth.



"And you make the best shower-baths," she
whispered.

 

Interalia ran into Trixie on her way to her cupboard.
She was whistling a very dirty song. She'd left Nix in
the bathroom, feeling much better, though a few repeat
treatments might be needed.

"Hi Aggro-girl!"

"Saw your sign on the bathroom door," said Trixie.
"Serious Injury Or Death? It's a hot tap. What do you
think we are, goblins?"

"Perfectly accurate," said Interalia. "If anyone had
opened that door, I'd have ripped their nadgers off."

Trixie nodded slowly. "Ye Gods, I wish I could go
back to kicking your butt for that. As it is... Manage to
cheer him up a bit?"

"Just what the doctor ordered. Cheered me up no
end. He's pretty good when he gets going. Very..."

"Yeah thanks. There's things I really don't need to
know about my brother." She said nothing for a few
moments. "Good."

"Aww." Interalia put her arms round Trixie in a big 
sisterly hug. "I always knew we'd be best friends some



day."

"Yeah, yeah. Don't push it, you little tart."

"I wuv you too, Aggro-girl."

She grinned, took a few steps, then turned round.
"Catch!"

Trixie caught her purse, looked at Interalia.

"You're too easy," said Interalia.

"Bit rich coming from a girl who always walks round
with a pack of sonkies in her pocket."

Interalia laughed, then turned round. She had taken
only a few steps, when she suddenly stopped dead in
her tracks. Her face turned pale.

"Oh shit!"

"Your spies are crawling all over the Stonewatch
Keep. This is a violation of the Accord."

Gerrig gave the Orc sitting across the table from him
a friendly look.

"Whatever are you talking about?"

"Gnomes! The little runts are poking into my
business at your bidding."



"They are not my Gnomes. I hired one of them, once,
to inquire of you whether you were behind the attack on
our farm. They're from Stormwind. Feel free to go
whining there if you want."

"You won't get off that easily. The one I caught
betrayed you. You have been spying on me ever since
the start of the Accord."

"The one you caught would have told you anything to
make you happy," said Gerrig, coldly. "I spoke to those
who healed him."

"Your warriors slew eleven of my Orc. Do you think I
will let this pass?"

"That was the boy's father, and his family. I think you
made him rather angry. I hired them to do some
plumbing at the Castle. If you did not want him in your
tower, then you should not have imprisoned his son."

Jheren Gath'ilzogg stood up.

"I will get to the bottom of this. I will find all your
spies, and wring the truth out of them. And then, we will
meet again."

"I am looking forward to it," said Gerrig.

 



The two Orcs rode down the path to Stonewatch
Tower. They didn't speak. No need. Their mind was
made up. Humans have no honour. Destroy them.
Destroy them all.

They almost missed him. A tiny robed figure sitting in
the middle of the road. They stopped.

"How are you, Gentlemen?" said Griggin.

Gath'ilzogg stared at the small, small creature.

"Now that we meet, I am very well. Very well,
Gnome."

"Excellent. My name is Griggin Steambender. You
tortured my son. I assume, being Orc warriors, you are
already prepared to die?"

The Orcs leapt off their mounts. Gath'ilzogg looked
down on his enemy, no higher than his knee. His
lieutenant looked round for possible ambushers, found
none. Gath'ilzogg laughed.

"So you are the father of that little shrieker. What
happened to him was just a beginning. Your suffering
will be a hundred times worse. Get him."

Griggin's skin burnt with a cruel purple light, and he 
spat out the syllables to a spell of summoning. Out from 
nowhere stepped a Daemon warrior wielding a massive



axe. The Orcs took a half step back. This enemy did
stand taller than their knees, by almost a whole body
length. It was vaguely Humanoid, blue skinned, with
huge arms, heavy muscles, bone spines sticking up
from its back and head. Its voice was deep, and
seemed to reach their ears a fraction of a second after
the lips moved, as though the sound was coming from
far away.

"Do not waste my time, lesser creature."

Griggin pointed at Gath'ilzogg's lieutenant. "Kill him."

"A paltry task," said the Daemon. It stepped forward,
as the Orcs drew their weapons. With a deceptively
slow arc, it swung its axe at the Orc. The Orc parried
the blow, and was sent staggering back by the force.
The Daemon followed him with slow steps, inevitable
as Doom. Gath'ilzogg turned round, scimitar out, to
attack. A bolt of dark fire hit his back, and he turned
round to see Griggin pointing his wand at him.

"Not you. You are mine."

Gath'ilzogg laughed. "And what do you think you can
do against me, little man? We have long prepared
ourselves against Shadow magic. I do not fear your
tricks."

"That is not wise," said Griggin.



"Would you like to know what we did to your son? He
didn't hold out long. Disappointing. Just a few broken
bones. He cried out for you, until he simply screamed.
It was a shame that you were not there. I hope your
tolerance for pain is greater."

"You are trying to make me angry in the hope I will
make some mistake. I assure you, I am already quite
angry. In the unlikely event that you live to see another
day, I suggest you stop using that tactic on Warlocks."

There was a cry of pain. Griggin's Daemon had
slashed open the Orc's armour. Griggin raised his
hand, and a spiral of bright white light shot out to the
Orc. The Daemon brought its axe down with a final
crash. The light retreated back into Griggin's hand,
leaving a small crystal, pulsing with a green light.

"I want you dead, Jheren Gath'ilzogg. Skurikraksha,
keep him away from me."

Gath'ilzogg sprang forward, scimitar out, to cut
Griggin in half. The Daemon Skurikraksha sped
forward, intercepted the blow and beat Gath'ilzogg
back. It positioned itself between Griggin and the Orc.

Gath'ilzogg scowled. "Are you too pathetic to fight
your own battles?"

"I often wonder, lesser creature," said the Daemon.



Skurikraksha attacked again. Gath'ilzogg's scimitar
slashed out, and scored a hit on the Demon's arm.
Griggin raised his hand, and a bright red beam of
magical light shot from him to the Daemon. Dark red
sweat was on his forehead as the Daemon's wound
disappeared. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve.

Griggin raised his arms, and cast spells and curses
on Gath'ilzogg. Gath'ilzogg tried with all his might to
reach Griggin, but the large Daemon held him back.
Finally, Jheren Gath'ilzogg fell to his knees, flesh burnt,
rotted, corrupted. Griggin kneeled by his head, waiting
for his spells to complete. Gath'ilzogg's breath came in
shallow, rasping gasps. Then, it stopped. Griggin stood
up, dismissed his Daemon, and mounted his
mechanostrider. With one last look at the Orc leader's
corpse, he rode off to the North-east.

 

Griggin caught up with Sir Gerrig a quarter of an hour
later, and turned off the noisy turbine enhancer so as
not to startle Sir Gerrig's horse.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Steambender," said Gerrig.
"Out for a ride?"

"Indeed, Sir," said Griggin. "Purely by chance I met a
pair of Orcs on the road. They were most impolite."



"They tend to be," said Gerrig.

"Thank you for increasing my chance," said Griggin.

Gerrig simply nodded. "How is your boy?"

"Recovering well, Sir. Your priests' spells were most
effective."

"That's good to hear. How's the work getting on?"

"Final tests have been completed, Sir. We will be
leaving tomorrow afternoon. It has been a pleasure
doing business with you, if not with some of the other
inhabitants of Redridge."

Interalia sat in Nix' cart. They had the bigger strider 
in front. She'd had a little talk with Boss Man and, tears 
in her eyes, told him that Nix needed her, and she 
wanted to be with him. She looked at him. That wasn't 
a lie, exactly. He still looked sad, scared. But it wasn't 
the whole truth. You use a tool till it breaks. Interalia 
had almost broken. For Nix, it hadn't been "almost". 
Damned if she was going to keep skulking round that 
damned tower till she finally got caught. Time to move 
on. And then... Interalia put her small hand on her 
stomach. She didn't know of course. Too early to feel 
sick. Stupid, stupid girl. She looked at Nix again. Would



he realise? Should she tell him?

Griggin's cart set itself in motion. Nix pulled on the
reins, and their cart followed.

Hell, no.



Part 21: The Shattering.

 

This is Deepholm. It is a place, deep beneath the 
surface of Azeroth, deep beneath the seas. It is the 
home of creatures made from stone, moving about with 
alien expressions on their unmoving faces. There are 
newcomers here. Soft, squelching creatures made of 
flesh, or grown from spores. The stone-mother is 
Queen Therazane, and she is troubled. A little way 
away from her Throne, there is an area of pain. A red, 
burning area where there is suffering in ways 
unimaginable to creatures made of stuff that neither 
burns nor bleeds. Rivers, seas of magma have flowed 
from one end of this place to the other while this 
creature suffered, growing in anger, growing in 
strength. And now, there are tremors. The force held 
back will not be held for much longer. Soon it will break 
free. Queen Therazane ponders slowly. None of her 
scouts have returned. Sending her stronger servants 
might be seen as a sign of aggression. Does she care? 
Maybe. Maybe not. It is always better to take care of 
problems when they are still small. Perhaps she has



left it too late. She considers her children. Are they
strong enough to contain the threat? Most likely. Not
certainly.

Therazane ponders.

Captain Andral Fairbreeze watched the soldiers of
Caer Bannog, and their hunter friends, come on board
for the last time. Lieutenant Smith walked up, with a
bottle in his hand. It was a good bottle of Darnassian
Green wine. Captain Andral never touched the stuff,
but Freja and Filyen were both quite partial to it, so it
would find a good home. He turned round to find Mr.
Cullan standing behind him. They shook hands.

"It just occurred to me, Captain. I knew an Elf named
Fairbreeze in Gilneas. Would you happen to be
related?"

"I have a brother," said Captain Andral. "He is a
Druid healer, but I haven't seen him for a long time. Did
he help you with your... problem?"

"Now that you mention it, I can see the family
resemblance, Sir. He helped me contain certain...
urges."



"You are a Worgen," said the Captain. "I recognise
the signs, and also Freja told me. Thank you for
defending my crew."

"I am very glad that Miss Filyen will be alright, Sir.
Thank you for all your efforts."

"And you, Mr. Cullan. Elune a'dore."

 

Hieronimo went below decks, to find Filyen lying in
her hammock, staring up at the ceiling. She smiled at
Hieronimo.

"Hi."

"Miss. We, um... we're leaving. How are ye?"

Filyen sighed. "Just milking out my sick leave." She
looked out of the door, where the sun was shining
brightly. "I should be out there. Everybody's working
hard and I'm just lying here."

Hieronimo sneered. "What are ye daft woman? Ye've
had a bleedin' sword stuck all the way through ye! Ye
shouldn't be skippin' up the rigging!"

Filyen laughed. "Everybody keeps saying that! I'm
fine. Mira healed me. She's amazing. I'm glad Breladon
has her for company."

"As long as I live, I'll never understand that."



"What's there not to understand? I love him. He loves
me. He loves her too. I wouldn't want him to be alone
with no one to hold on to."

Hieronimo slowly reached out, put her hand on
Filyen's arm. Filyen looked at it, then back to
Hieronimo. Hieronimo, not quite knowing what to do,
patted her arm a few times.

"Keep yer 'ands to yerself," said Filyen, with a smile.

Hieronimo looked at the floor. "I'm sorry for snappin'
at ye. I shouldn't have."

"You shot that miserable bastard who ran me
through. Saved my life. You can snap at me a few
times for that. Friends?"

Hieronimo looked up at Filyen, suddenly feeling
happier than she'd felt in a long time.

"Friends," she said.

 

Filyen and Hieronimo came out onto the deck to find 
everyone on the middle deck, shaking hands, hugging, 
reluctant to leave. Filyen was greeted with cheers, and 
she blushed. She found her hugs in fierce demand. 
Selena stood aside a bit. She looked at Smitty, just as 
he was looking at her. She smiled at him, and he



looked away. Selena growled to herself, then noticed
Kuryon standing near the stairs to the bridge. She
grinned.

"Oh Mr. Swellrider?"

"Yes, My Lady?"

Selena stood on the second step of the stairs. "Could
you come here a moment?"

"Certainly," said Kuryon.

Selena wrapped her arms round his neck, closed her
eyes and kissed him. This went on for quite a while,
until everyone stared at the two. Selena slowly opened
her eyes, and smiled at a rather stunned Kuryon.

"Thank you, Mr. Swellrider. That was very nice."

Selena walked off, and Kuryon looked at Sandra
Pike. "Um. What just happened?"

Sandra grinned. "I think Her Ladyship just snogged
the Lights out of you to show the Lt. that she can snog
other men if she wants."

"Oh," said Kuryon. "Uh... You're not going to, are
you?"

"Rather suck face with the Undead," said Sandra, 
happily. She walked over to him, and punched him in 
the ribs. "Take care of yourself, will you? I can't always



be there to poke the pirates for you."

"We're going to be playing ferry here for ages. It'll be
boring, but the memory of your face will keep my heart
aflame."

 

Aviana's Wingbeat slowly pulled away from the dock.
People on the dock waved, and watched the sail
disappear into the distance. They turned round to the
portal, and through. Their ferry would arrive the next
morning. Time for a final, epic piss-up at Saelienne's.

"Come on. Try again. I know you can do it."

Nix looked up at Interalia. "That was before bloody
Orcs pounded my hands with a mallet."

"You got heals. Stop complaining."

"Heals keep you from dying. See how small this is?"

"Words are still coming out of your mouth. Less
talking. More lock making."

Nix sighed, and picked up one of his pincers. He tried
to fit two parts together. As soon as the two parts came
together, his hand started to shake, and the small bit of
metal skittered away across the table. He dropped the
pincers.



"Damn!"

Interalia picked up the pincers and handed them
back to Nix, wordlessly. Try again. Nix took a deep
breath, closed his eyes a moment, and picked up the
part again. He adjusted his magnifying glasses, bent
over the lock. His knuckles turned white, and the part
broke in the pincers.

"Sit jou kop in die koei se kont en wag tot die bul jou
kom holnaai!"

Nix raised his arm to sweep all this damned junk off
the table, but Interalia grabbed his wrist.

"Nix. Honestly. You can do this." She grinned.
"There's nothing wrong with your fingers. I can tell."

"Your tits are bigger than these parts. Also, I don't
use pincers on them."

Interalia laughed. "Wanna know what the real
difference is? When we take our clothes off, you pay
attention." She took Nix' hand between hers, and gently
squeezed it. "When you try to put a lock together, you
go all 'Oshitoshit they broke my hands I can't do this'.
And that's bollocks, but you believe it, and that's the
end of it."

"Huh."



Interalia pushed her thumbs into Nix' palm, loosening
up the muscles.

"You're the best. You're going to make those locks
the gods cannot pick, I know you are." Interalia smiled
at Nix. "And then, I'll bloody well pick the things."

Nix stared into Interalia's eyes. Then, he leant over
the table and kissed her because after that, it was
impossible not to.

"Can I ask you something? Can I be on my own for a
bit? I want to rave and rant and whinge a bit. You still
think I'm badass."

"Don't remind me. Rowr." She laughed, put her hand
on Nix' cheek. Then, she got up and walked out of the
shop, leaving Nix on his own. The door closed behind
her.

Nix took a deep breath, meaning to yell his head off. 
He held his breath a moment, let it out. After a few 
moments, he raised his fists and tried again. He 
dropped his hands by his side. He'd just feel stupid if 
he did yell. He marvelled at the change that had come 
over him. Like prodding a sore tooth, he thought of 
himself, strapped to the table, the Orc with the glowing 
iron, the smell of his burning flesh... Nothing. He raised 
his hand. Looked at it. Steady as a rock. He hadn't



forgotten, and he was certain that his time in the torture
chamber would continue to give him nightmares till the
day he died. So what was it? He probed his mind, and
found... anger. Anger at the world, that had allowed this
to happen to him. But it wasn't a blind rage. It was a
cold, hard anger. Nix pulled back the stool, sat down on
it.

"You tried to kill Nix Shutfast, you varknaaiers," he
said, quietly. He picked up his tools. "That'll take more
than you've got."

 

Nix watched Interalia sleeping. Her eyelids were
moving, and one of her hands was underneath her
pillow. Rogues don't sleep easy. He gently put a hand
on her leg. Interalia tensed up, looked at him and
relaxed. Without a word, Nix pulled a small box from his
pocket, and put it on the bedside table. Interalia looked
up at him, and he couldn't help grinning.

"For me?"

Nix nodded. Interalia picked up her lockpicks, and
went to work, eyes on the wall, mind inside the lock,
forming a picture.

"I've never actually seen you at work," said Nix.



"If you're hoping that I can't do it with you looking at
my fingers, fat chance," said Interalia. "I can do this by
night or day, even when Orcs are banging on the other
door. Nerves happen to other people."

"Do it in one minute and I'll do that thing you wanted
me to," said Nix.

"You're on."

"Take longer, and you do it to me."

"Not a problem."

Interalia put away one of her picks, picked up
another. She pushed it into the lock.

"How much time left?"

"Thirty seconds. Twenty-nine... Twenty-eight..."

"You're counting in base twelve? Tea break," said
Interalia. She put a little more pressure on, pulled,
and...

"Oo, baby baby." She held up the open lockbox.
"This one was about as good as the second one after
you first got to the Castle."

"Yeah," said Nix. "I don't trust myself with the
micro-tumblers."

Interalia looked into his eyes, expectantly.

"Yet," said Nix.



"Good boy," said Interalia. "You owe me favours."

Nix laughed. "Oh damn. What was that thing you
wanted me to do again?"

Interalia grinned. She pulled Nix on top of her.

"Don't remember. Think of something good."

 

Interalia stopped hugging the in-door latrine. Of
course the Steambenders had one, and very useful it
was, too. She took a shivering breath, wiping her
mouth. Well, that was certainty right there.

"Thank you Gods," she whispered. "Thank you for
pissing on me again."

So that was the next nine months planned. Get the 
hell out of here, pick up her stash of gold, work her way 
to Northshire Abbey, drop the kid, offer it up for 
adoption at the abbey, and then, she'd be her own 
woman again. Nobody the wiser. Time to get moving 
again. She walked back into the bedroom. It would be a 
shame. She kind of liked the Steambenders. Even 
Lenna had only threatened fiery death on her once, and 
that was just to stop Interalia calling her Mama Fwoosh. 
Oh well. Couldn't be helped. She found her armour in 
the dark and pulled it on. Gods, she was going to have 
to get maternity armour. That was going to be fun. She



didn't look at Nix as she left the room, but she could
hear his breath. Sleeping like a log, lucky git. She ought
to wake him up and tell him she was going. She wasn't
going to. If she did, she wouldn't be able to leave. She
came to the door. Her hand was on the door knob.
Come on. You know you have to. Just open it. Walk
through. Then, she made the crucial mistake and
looked over her shoulder. Nobody was standing behind
her. Bieslook, the young adopted daughter of the
family, would have been worst, innocently asking where
she was going.

Interalia bowed her head. Come on. Open the stupid
door. Walk out. Do it.

Now.

Now, damn you!

 

She walked back into the room, quieter than a
mouse. Nix snorted, turned over in bed, and looked at
her.

"Hey! Where are you going?"

Interalia pulled at the straps to her leather armour.

"Nowhere. I'm going nowhere."



Deepholm. The unknown, hidden place. Home of the 
creatures of stone. This is where he had slept for eons, 
suffered for an age of this world. Regained his strength. 
His enemies had defeated him, cast him into the deep. 
It was by the last drop of malice that he had survived, 
every breath an utterance of spite, a promise of 
vengeance. Now, he was strong again. Slaves had 
worked for him ceaselessly, driven on by the whips of 
the slave-drivers, and the burning fear of Him. The 
Master. The only person who mattered. They had 
forged his armour of steel, magic, malice and hatred of 
all things living. It was time. Huge hammers pounded 
on his armour. Fires heated the spikes on it, on the 
inside, for this armour was meant to be nailed to its 
wearer. He roared as the plates were pushed, glowing 
red, into his skin, into his flesh. It was a torment that 
would stay with him, not until he died, but forever. 
Death had visited him once. It would not dare to visit 
him again. The large hammers struck home, securing 
his armour in place. Finally. He stood up, scattering the 
rickety structures all round him that the slaves had built 
to work on him. Slaves fell screaming to their death, but 
he took no notice. They mattered no more than ants, 
now that their work was done. He spread his wings,



and the whole of Azeroth shivered. Buildings crumbled.
Seas convulsed, churned in tidal waves that destroyed
cities. It was time. With a roar that deafened all those
near him, and killed of fright all that could hear, he leapt
into the air, broke the thin crust of rock above him and
emerged into the light of Azeroth. All of Azeroth's
dwellers would, from that moment on, have a new
name for fear, torment, despair.

Deathwing.

Dorian Graycloud pulled up a crate to the helm of 
Aviana's Wingbeat, and sat down on it. As passengers 
went, this last lot hadn't been too bad, but you could 
have too much of a good thing. Young Filyen had 
broken her curfew and was sitting on the fo'c'sle, 
washing her clothes in a bucket of seawater. The 
captain had made himself comfortable leaning against 
the railing and Kuryon and Freja were in the kitchen, 
preparing a lunch of brown beans and bacon. They'd 
just dropped off one of these blue people at Auberdine, 
loaded their ill-fated cargo onto one of the big 
Stormwind square riggers and picked up a cargo of, of 
all things, bananas, to go back to Rut'theran Village. 
After that, they would once more be at the disposal of



the fine folk of the Darkshore Admiralty. Freja was
experimenting with rum and bananas for dessert. The
experiment was fairly simple. Slice bananas, put in a
crockpot, cover with rum. Dorian thought about getting
his concertina, and practicing that sad song the poor
Human had sung for them, as a kind of tribute. Perhaps
not just now.

Filyen held her shirt up to the sun, checking for
marks. There weren't any, and she spread it out on the
foredeck to dry. On a day as hot as this one, that was a
matter of minutes. She walked to the bow, and holding
on to the forestay, she looked to see if the World-tree
Teldrassil was in sight already. She frowned. Far, far in
the distance, a piece of sea and sky was a different
colour from the rest. Orange. Almost yellow. She pulled
herself up onto the fo'c'sle, to see better. Filyen had the
best eyesight of all on board Aviana's Wingbeat, but
this time, she couldn't believe what she saw.
Something on the horizon was burning. What was there
at sea that could burn so brightly that she could see it
even a dozen miles away, against the bright light of the
Sun?

"Captain?"

"What is it, Sailor?"



"Can you see that light? On the port bow, to the
North."

Captain Andral climbed on top of the railing,
balancing.

"I see what you mean. I'll have a better look, hold
on."

The Captain jumped back onto the bridge, turned to
his albatross form, then leapt into the air. With powerful
wingbeats, he gained altitude, then held his wings still,
and soared. Filyen and Dorian watched him go. About
a half-mile away, the captain made a sharp turn, swept
his wings back and dived down as though he wanted to
smash himself to bits on the deck. At the last moment,
he pulled out of his dive, changed back to his Elf form
in mid air and landed on his feet on the deck.

"All hands on deck!"

Filyen turned her eyes North. She frowned. There
was something wrong with the shape of the sea. The...
horizon... was... too high.

Elune save us.

Dorian Graycloud had seen it, too. A monstrous
wave was rushing towards them. He looked at the
Captain.



"We can't outrun that. It's too sodding big to outrun."

"No use. If that gets to the shallows, it'll curl over and
drop us on our heads. It's still a big mountain now. We
meet it head on. Due North, Mr. Swellrider! Everyone
else, trim the sail! We're going to have to squeeze
every last bit of speed out of the old girl!"

Aviana's Wingbeat, her sail trimmed tight, leapt over
the waves. Neptulon had granted that the winds were in
their favour, coming almost dead straight abeam. Great
sprays of salt water flew over the railing, splashing
down on the crew. They were watching the sail with the
obsession of those who knew their lives depended on
their speed. The slightest change in its shape was
seen, acted upon. Fly, fly Aviana!

Captain Andral had taken over at the helm. His eyes
were fixed on the horizon, on the wave, growing,
growing. He held on to his ship with more than his arms
on the helm, his bare feet on the white planks of the
bridge. His ears caught the rushing of the wind in
Aviana's sail, the creaking of her boards, the splash of
her bow in the waves, until he knew, knew in his very
bones that Aviana's Wingbeat was giving her all, and
not even the Gods themselves could make her sail
faster. Fly Aviana, fly!



Knowing nothing more could be done, Captain
Andral raised his voice in song. He knew only one song
for an occasion as this, and not a sailor alive would
have chosen another. All those on board heard, and
joined their voices.

Elune our Mother, strong to save,

Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,

Who bidd'st the mighty ocean deep

Its own appointed limits keep;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

 

Filyen was the first to see it, tiny ripples over the
larger waves, rushing towards them, that could only
mean one thing... She turned round and yelled.

"Loose sheets! Big swell of wind coming!"

They released the sheets that kept the sail down, 
and just had time to raise the yard-arm till it pointed 
straight forward. The gust of wind hit them straight on, 
whipping up the sea in a spray that hit as hard as a 
wall. Filyen, up on the Fo'c'sle, caught the full blast and



was thrown back like a rag doll. She turned over once
in mid-air, then fell to the midships deck, on her hands
and feet, wondering what just happened, and realising,
startled, that she was still alive. The shock wave
passed, and Aviana's Wingbeat lay still in the water.
Her sail flapped in the wind with a deafening noise. The
captain's voice boomed over the decks.

"Trim the sail! We're not done yet!"

The crew looked at each other, shook themselves,
jumped to the ropes. Aviana's Wingbeat picked up
speed again, hurtling over the waves, towards the wall
of water now clearly visible before them. Travelling with
frightening speed, the monster wave reached them,
started to lift them up, slow them down. Captain Andral
pulled the helm towards him, and Aviana's Wingbeat
turned to leeward. They let out the sail, and she
climbed, climbed slowly to the crest of the wave,
slowing down. Everyone's eyes were fixed on the crest
of the wave, with the fine spray being blown up by the
strong Eastern wind.

Please, Aviana. Please!

Still, Aviana's Wingbeat climbed higher, slower. They 
would have jumped overboard and pushed if it helped. 
They were now almost parallel to the wave, to port was



a frightening deep valley, the Sea opening its mouth to
swallow them whole. To starboard, the crest of this
mountain of water.

The captain knew first, when the pressure against
the helm fell away, and Aviana's rudder hung free in
the air. Kuryon let the sail out a tiny bit more, and
Aviana's Wingbeat teetered on the edge of a knife,
between salvation and destruction. They had given
their all. No crew on Azeroth could have done more,
and not many would have survived. The bow of their
ship dipped down, and they slid down. Behind the
wave. Captain Andral ran his hand over the helm, and
tears flowed freely down his cheeks.

"Thank you, girl. Thank you."

Filyen came running up the stairs to the bridge, and
looked behind the ship. Her face was pale as a sheet,
and her breath came in gasps. Her hands were on the
railing, white-knuckled. She took a deep breath, then
screamed, screamed at the top of her voice.

"Captain!"

Selena walked over the pleasant soft grass of 
Darnassus, heading west. Joseph was walking next to



her. He'd asked her if she wanted a walk, which she
did. She tried to read his face. Was this going to be the
talk that said, please stop bothering me, or... or not?
They were walking side by side, quite close, but Selena
thought that trying to take his hand would be pushing
her luck. The trees parted, and Selena held her breath.
She could see all the way down. Well, they were out of
solid ground, so she assumed that they had arrived.
She turned towards him, gave him a wavering smile.

"Am I going to like this talk, Lieutenant?"

Smitty sighed. "Honestly, I cannot say."

Selena's voice trembled. "Damn it, Joseph. Will you
just say it and get it over with? I told you once. I don't
need to say it again, do I?"

Smitty didn't answer. He was staring out over the 
sea. Selena looked to see what he was looking at, and 
took a short breath. Out, far away over the sea, flew a 
massive dragon, made of fire and steel and darkness. 
They watched it open its mouth, and roar. Selena 
counted in her head. One... Two... Three... Four... 
Five... The sound hit them, and Selena screamed. She 
held on to Smitty, pressed her head into his chest and 
closed her eyes. When she opened them again, 
Joseph's arms were round her, but he wasn't looking at



her. It was a clear day, and they could see all the way
across the narrow strait, all the way to Auberdine.
Selena's breath stuck in her throat. Auberdine was
gone. Buildings were lying in ruins, burning. A streak of
blackened earth ran from the shore to deep into the
forest. Selena looked up at Smitty.

"Joseph," she said, "I love you. I want to say that
now, just in case I can't say it later."

Smitty put his hand on her hair, held her.

"As long as I have breath in me, I will not allow
anything to happen to you."

Nægling stood at the entrance to one of the 
tree-dwellings in the Cenarion Enclave. Cullan was 
stocking up on poisons, from one of the tall, 
purple-skinned Night-elf women. Nægling looked at 
her. Tall. Daggers. Light leather armour, so fast. Poison 
user, obviously. Leg strike first to slow her down, Stay 
at sword's length, wear her down with stabs. No 
swings, she'd have time to move in. Crusader strikes 
and holy shock to taste. About half a minute, depending 
on how much pain she could take. Cullan was smiling 
at her. Nægling laughed quietly. That was another way,



of course. He put the small vials in his pockets. A tiny
part of Nægling's mind braced itself as he turned his
back on the Elf.

"Do you have what you need?"

"I do," said Cullan. "Would you like to find a cup of
tea somewhere?"

"My treat," said Nægling. "I'm afraid I have to insist."

"I assure you, Sister," said Cullan, "These poisons
are for external use only. Ingestion would be fatal, but
not quickly enough to avoid mutually assured
destruction."

They looked at each other, grinned.

Cullan opened his mouth to say something. But then
the world exploded in noise. An animal roar, amplified
to unreal, monstrous proportions. He crouched, hands
over his ears. The Change came upon him, fast.
Cuchullainn's blue eyes looked at Nægling.

"Who has such a voice of death?"

Nægling took her hand away from her sword.

"Shall we find out?"

Side by side, they ran. Cuchullainn leapt over the 
edge, onto one of the branches of the World-tree 
Teldrassil. An endless void was below him. He turned



round, held out his hand to Nægling, and she took it,
joined him on the branch. With a magnificent disregard
for the endless drop below, Cuchullainn ran along the
tree-branch until he found a place where he could see.
Nægling joined him, and together they stared.
Cuchullainn bowed his head. Sadness was not an
emotion the Beast liked to deal with, and no amount of
anger he could muster up was enough for this. He
changed back.

"Those poor people," said Cullan. "I cannot see how
anyone could have survived that."

Nægling slowly ran her fingers over her cheek. "What
could have done such a thing? It must have been one
of the Great Dragons."

"A Dragon? Do they really exist?"

"I'm afraid so," said Nægling. "Though I have never
seen one, and on the whole I would have preferred to
see a good Dragon first."

"I understand."

Nægling took a deep breath. "If this is a Dragon, then
it won't come alone. They always manage to gather
followers to themselves. Unsavoury lickspittles, as a
rule. I foresee much work for those of us who follow the
path of the Light."



"I fear you may be right," said Cullan. "I find it most...
most distressing."

Nægling's fist shot out, and caught Cullan in the ribs.
There was a sound like a rush of air. She looked up at
Cuchullainn's massive head, and her eyes shone.

"Enemies. Slaughter. Bloodshed. We must protect
our pack," said Cuchullainn. He breathed in the sea air,
and grinned at Nægling. "It will be glorious."

"We need to talk."

Interalia felt a wave of nausea come up, though
whether it was because of... or because she had just
said something only the soppiest of the soppy bints
would ever say, she didn't know. She swallowed, hard.

"Go on," said Nix. "Talk."

Interalia looked round the room. Griggin was sitting in
his chair reading a leather-bound grimoire of Warlock
related subjects. Lenna was knitting a sweater for
Bieslook. Trixie was re-winding the leather on the grip
of her new two-hander. Bieslook was in bed asleep.

"Not here. Alone. Let's go somewhere. Let's go to the
park."

"I don't want to go to the park. What is it?"



Interalia's eyes bored into Nix'.

"Look Nix. How many girls have ever told you that
they wanted to talk?"

"Including Mum... one. And that was eight months
before Trixie arrived."

Interalia managed to keep her face straight. She took
a deep, deep breath, waited for her voice to become
reliable again and put her hand on his thigh. She gave
him what she had come to think of as That Look.

"I. Would like. To have you. To myself...." Here, she
gently moved her hand in slow circles. "For a half hour
or so."

"I hate the park."

Interalia scowled, and pulled out the big guns.

"Want any in the next three months or so? Then get
your coat on."

Nix gave her a weary look, and got up. They walked 
in the direction of the park. Interalia stared straight 
ahead, wondering how she was going to say it. 
"Congrats Nix! You're going to be..." No, no. "Do you 
remember what we did... in the castle, in the bathroom? 
Well..." Yechh! "Nix. I'm..." Oh Gods. She glanced at 
Nix, who was walking next to her, staring straight



ahead with a gruff expression on his face, hands in his
pockets. She couldn't keep him in the dark. He had to
know. More people would find out, but he, specially,
had to be the first to know. Well, the second. Stupid git
for not figuring it out for himself.

"Well, here's your park," said Nix. "So what is it that...
Holy Crap!"

Interalia frowned. "I hadn't gotten to that part yet."

Nix grabbed Interalia's shoulder and turned her
round. Something was wrong with the sky. Three
quarters of the sky should not be taken up by a fireball.

"Run!"

Gnomes, short though they are, have a surprising
turn of speed when they really want to. And by the
rampaging Titans, did they want to! Their boots were
smoking by the time they ran through the exit to the
park. They emerged from the archway at full throttle,
and in a wonderful display of synchronised diving,
jumped into the canal. Nix grabbed Interalia's arm and
pulled her under the bridge. They looked at each other,
took a deep breath, and dived.

 

Above the water, the night turned to day.



 

Interalia stayed under, to the disturbing sound of
rocks falling into the water, until she thought her lungs
would burst. Then, she kicked, and fought her way to
the surface. The air tasted of sulphur. Damn it. This
shouldn't happen to a woman in her position. She
closed her eyes, bared her teeth, and screamed at
herself. Someone grabbed her shoulder, and she
turned round.

"Dammit Nix! There's no need for all this! If you didn't
want to go to the sodding park, we bloody well could
have gone somewhere else!"

Nix screamed. "A bloody Dragon has just taken out
the whole bloody park! The. Whole. Gods-damned.
PARK! We could have gotten ourselves killed! What
was so bloody important that we needed to go to that
Light-bereft place?"

Interalia took a slow, deep breath, raised her arms
above her head, and splashed them down in the water,
screaming.

"I'm PREGNANT! You're going to be a DADDY!"

She grabbed Nix by his collar and pulled him back
up.

"Keep swimming!"



Part 22: Be it ever so humble

 

The Maiden's Virtue was a bigger ship than Aviana's
Wingbeat. It had cabins for passengers. A crew of two
dozen sailors. None of them were Night-elves. None of
them were any fun. Selena and Hieronimo stayed in
their cabin for most of the trip, not talking much. Selena
was lying in her bunk. In her hands was a letter that
Smitty had left lying on the table at Saelienne's. It was
written by one of High Priestess Whisperwind's
servants, and said, basically, 'Thanks for saving one of
our boats.' With all the proper trimmings, words like
'Service' and 'Valour in the face of the Enemy', and
Tyrande Whisperwind's signature at the bottom in
green ink. Why he hadn't taken better care of it, was
beyond her. She put the letter back in her pack, stuck
her feet over the side and jumped down. Hieronimo sat
up in her bed, her notebook on her knees, drawing.
Most of the drawings were portraits. Selena recognised
Lirael, Kuryon, a very detailed one of Dorian Graycloud,
Filyen.



"Hey short stuff. I'm going to get some tea. Want
some? They have milk here."

"I'm alright," said Hieronimo. As soon as Selena had
left the cabin, she turned to a new page with an evil
grin, and within three minutes drew a picture of Selena
and Smitty. Selena was pressing her face to Smitty's
chest with a happy smile on her face. Smitty had his
eyes up to the heavens, as if he were asking 'Why me?'
She carefully tore out the page and dropped it into
Selena's bunk. Selena came back with a steaming cup
of hot tea. It had a lid on so she wouldn't spill any in
high seas. She carefully climbed into her bunk with her
tea, and found the drawing. She rolled back onto the
bed, laughing, till the laughing turned into sobs.
Hieronimo put down her notebook, stuck her head over
the edge of Selena's bed.

"Oi. Are ye right?"

"Damn him."

"Lt. Smith? Ye got the hots for him don't ye? Yer a
bloody hunter. Yer old enough. Go get him."

"What do you think I've been doing all this time? He
thinks I'm too high-up for him."

"He does? Ye gods, I've seen ye throw up on me."

Selena stared ahead of her.



"I am Lady Selena of Caer Bannog. If I survive both
my brothers, I will become Dame Selena. Nothing I can
do about it. Just because my father was Sir Bannog."

Hieronimo grinned. "All these barons and dukes and
whatnot. They always had mistresses. Ye can make
him yer mister."

Selena laughed, shook her head. "Bannog's got an
Elf for a girlfriend. She doesn't think he's above her,
and she used to polish floors in Darkshore. They're
different races, and they're doing fine. Why can't I have
my Human?"

"You Humans are really good at beatin' yerselves up.
If the eltee won't bite, find one that will. Azeroth is
crawling with Humans. I bet some of 'em are easier on
the eyes than him anyway."

Selena smiled. "This is my Human. There are many
like him, but this one is mine. And I'm not giving up that
easily."

A small Gnome woman was sitting on the wall 
overlooking Stormwind Harbour. She'd watched the 
ship come in all the way from the West, make fast to 
the docks. The gangplank was laid down, and people



ran off, summoned mounts and ran off to goodness
knows where. Even the arrival of Doom made flesh,
didn't change that. There was still money to be made,
tasks to be completed, cargo to move. War was not
about swords. The country that could keep up
producing steel, food, soldiers, was the country that
won. She craned her neck to see better. Ah. Bird Chick
came walking down the plank, followed by some Dwarf
girl. The Lieutenant followed. A few soldiers, followed
by... Interalia grinned. Oh good. Nails had managed not
to get herself killed. She got down from the wall, and
ran down the ramps to the waterside.

"Nails! Didn't find any dragons to leap down the
throat of, then?"

Nægling kneeled down, and held Interalia's
shoulders. "He flew off before I could volunteer. I see
he has been here. It is good to see that you stayed
away."

"Are you kidding? I was in the park when he went off.
I had to carry Nix to safety on my back, after the dragon
blew off one of my legs."

Nægling looked down, then back up into Interalia's
face.

"Well, I got better," said Interalia.



"What were you doing in the park? Shouldn't you be
sneaking around Blackrock Tower?"

"Hell, no," said Interalia, with feeling. "Nix got himself
caught, and they messed him up pretty bad. I'm here to
nurse him back to health and have his child."

Nægling laughed, nodded. Then, she caught...
something, in Interalia's eyes. Her mouth fell open.

"Yeah, you heard right," said Interalia, hand on her
stomach. "Got a bit carried away with the warmth and
comfort. I'm not kidding. I'm stealing for two, now."

"That is a remarkable amount of dedication," said
Nægling. "Please tell me, at least, he is your boyfriend
now."

Interalia laughed. "The silly git. He went and
proposed to me. He knows I'm not the marrying kind,
and still he did."

"Ah. Did you let him off gently?"

"Nope," said Interalia. "I said yes."

"I must say. I find it a little difficult to tell whether you
are joking or not."

"No joke, Nails. Honest. I'm gonna be missus
Steambender till he pulls his finger out and gets his
paper."



"Really? In that case, congratulations. I must
confess, though, I'd never have expected all this of
you."

"You asked me a while back. Did I ever do
something I really regret, and I really didn't." Interalia
sighed. "But then again, I never did anything I felt really
good about either." Interalia put her hand on her
stomach. "This, I feel good about."

Interalia's smile faded. It wasn't a lie, really. Nix had
looked really happy when she'd said 'Yeah, go on then,
might as well.' But she'd lived a life of crime, and
escaped torture and the hangman's rope by the skin of
her teeth. She'd tried a proper job, as what Nægling
liked to call an 'intelligence officer', or 'sneak'. She'd
had a narrow escape there, and Nix hadn't. May as well
find out how married life would kill you. If it didn't work
out, well, she still had a working pair of legs.

There was a polite cough behind Nægling.

"Oh. Interalia, meet Mr. Cullan. He's here to find a
job."

Cullan bowed his head at Interalia. "Ma'am."

"Hi! Where'd Nails dig you up?"

"He followed me home," said Nægling. "I'd quite like
to keep him."



Selena walked up the long corridor in Stormwind
Keep, a determined look on her face. If Second
Lieutenant Joseph Smith thought she wasn't good
enough for him, perhaps she could drag him down to
her level. It took her a while to find one of the servants
who wasn't running round like a headless chicken, and
actually had the ear of the King. She was wearing her
new blue dress, reasoning that showing a little skin to a
bored civil servant might help.

"Sir, I have come to commend one of my lieutenants
to you. I do not have the authority to knight him myself,
but I am confident that His Majesty will see his way
clear, if we put the matter to him."

"Miss, I fear that the King is busy. In case you
missed it, we have an infestation of Dragon."

"In that case, strengthening the Alliance becomes of
the utmost importance, does it not? Lieutenant Smith
led the defence of the vessel carrying one of High
Priestess Tyrande Whisperwind's personal friends.
Surely, that is an act worthy of one of the Knights of
Stormwind?"

The servant, an older man with a bald crown, which 
he carefully kept hidden by that time-honoured method



of combing the rest of his hair over it, scratched behind
his ear. One of the strands came down and he
absent-mindedly arranged it over his head.

"Ordinarily, I would not hesitate, but His Majesty's
mood is..." A painful look was on his face. "Less than
completely tranquil."

"Please, Sir. I know that His Majesty has much on his
mind, but is it not the law of this land that anyone may
request to speak to the King?"

"It is, Lady, but asking, I warn you, is no guarantee."

"I can wait."

Selena stood in the throne room, watching her King.
He was surrounded by counsellors, messengers and
other functionaries, and was doing a lot of shouting. He
had a long mane of jet-black hair, and a scar that ran
over the bridge of his nose. He looked thoroughly out of
place, as if he were longing for a band of Orcs to come
in and storm his throne. Selena took a deep breath,
and her heart sank. It was probably a stupid idea in the
first place.

She noticed another pair of eyes on her. Next to 
Varian stood a young boy. His son, she realised. What 
was his name again? Ah. Anduin. For a while, this 
young man had been the official King of Stormwind.



He'd grown older, fast. Prince Anduin noticed her
looking at him, and smiled shyly. She gave him a
sparkling smile in return, on the grounds that it couldn't
hurt. Much to her surprise, the Prince's face turned red,
and he looked away. As the audience with the King
went on, his eyes returned to her now and then. Selena
met his gaze once or twice, briefly. Strange. Surely, a
prince of the realm would be used to meeting any
number of women, each twice as attractive as she
was? Selena sneered. None of them with bloody
freckles, to be sure. She looked over her shoulder.
There was a long line of people. Grim, desperate faces,
all staring at the King, who would cure all their ills,
soothe all their worries, remove all their troubles. All
Selena wanted was a title for Joseph. He had earned it,
and even if he hadn't, he would.

Selena turned her face back, and was startled to find
Prince Anduin standing next to her. Selena quickly
bowed her head and bent her knee.

"Your Highness," said Selena.

"Good day, Lady," said Prince Anduin. "What is your
name?"

"Selena, your Highness. Selena of Caer Bannog."



"Forgive me for staring at you, Lady. I did not mean
to make you uncomfortable."

Selena smiled politely, not believing for a minute that
Prince Anduin was truly sorry. Still, he was royalty.
There was probably a specific law defining the ogling of
subjects as a Royal prerogative.

"You flatter me, Your Highness."

"My mother, Queen Tiffin, may her soul be part of the
Light Everlasting, often wore her hair long, as you do.
My only memory of her is a beautiful woman dressed in
blue. You remind me of her."

"Thank you, Your Highness," said Selena. Oh
wonderful. The Heir to the Throne of Stormwind had
just told her that she reminded him of his mother.

"Except, of course, my mother had a clear skin."

Selena reminded herself that if she was asking the
King for favours, slapping the Royal Family in the face
was not a good start.

"I'm sure any woman would be envious of Her
Majesty's complexion, Your Highness. Sadly, I am
cursed with these freckles."

Prince Anduin smiled shyly, looked away.

"I... quite like freckles," he said.



"Anduin!"

King Varian, ignoring all the people around him,
came walking over to his son, who was talking to some
peasant girl. Not that the King disapproved, of course.
It reassured his subjects, bless them, that they
mattered, and that the King had their best interest at
heart, but you could exaggerate. Also, many girls
before had had the idea to bring to bear their charms
on a boy who had been King while Varian was away,
and who now was a Prince of the Realm, but who was
also, very much, a boy in his early to mid teens. His
most loyal servant had broken Anduin's heart once or
twice with a bag of gold and the friendly, but urgent
suggestion to the girl to find True Love somewhere
else. So far, there were no shepherd boys wandering
round Azeroth who would, one day, show up with an
interesting birth-mark to claim the throne, and as long
as King Varian had anything to say about it, that wasn't
going to happen any time soon. Certainly not with this
girl.

Selena took a sharp breath, bowed her head, and
curtsied. "Your Majesty."

"What is your business, girl? Why are you speaking
to my son?"



"Father..."

"Quiet, boy. Well?"

Selena swallowed. Varian Wrynn, all over the realm,
had a bit of a reputation for mostly thinking with his
fists, and being a bit, with all due respect, thick. That,
though, was King Varian upon his throne in faraway
Stormwind. This was King Varian Wrynn, standing
close enough for her to touch him. Not that she would,
of course, as prison life didn't agree with her. She took
a breath.

"Sire, I am here to commend Lieutenant Joseph
Smith of the Caer Bannog militia. Through his actions,
a Night-elf vessel well known to Tyrande Whisperwind,
was saved from the Bloodsail Buccaneers."

The functionary Selena had spoken to earlier, walked
up to the King, whispered in his ear. Varian nodded
curtly.

"Where do you come from, girl?"

"I am Selena of Caer Bannog, Sire, in the Redridge
mountains. Our castle serves your Majesty as a training
facility for Alliance soldiers, and provides victuals and
horses to the Stormwind Guards."

"Have you any proof of this Lieutenant's deeds?"



"Yes, your Majesty." Selena pulled out the letter, and
held it out. The functionary took it from her, and read.
He held the signature close to his eye, then gave the
King a quick nod.

"Tyrande Whisperwind," said Varian. "I haven't seen
her for a long time. When she has her feet on the
ground, she is a formidable ally. Very well, then. We're
not running low on knighthoods, are we, Gisbourne?"

"Indeed not, Sire," said Gisbourne.

"Good. Bring your Lieutenant here, and I'll give him
the tap on the shoulder. Gisbourne here will arrange
the paperwork."

 

Selena ran through the streets of Stormwind, her
dress sweeping behind her, over the bridge, under the
archway, to the tavern in the Dwarven District that they
had chosen for their lunch and dinner because it was
nice and close to the harbour. Selena banged the door
as she ran in, spotted Smitty and pointed at him.

"Oi! Lieutenant! Your King has summoned you to the
Keep. Stop what you're doing and follow me."

Smitty stared at Selena, not quite knowing what to
think of this.



"Come on. You're keeping a monarch waiting. You
don't keep monarchs waiting, they don't like it. Move it,
Soldier."

Smitty followed Selena through the streets of
Stormwind, heading for the castle by the fastest
possible way. Smitty looked at Selena, cheeks glowing,
eyes shining with enthusiasm. What in the name of the
Light was going on? They arrived at the entrance to the
keep, walked past the guards and up to the Throne
room. King Varian was still deep in conversation with
his group of dignitaries and servants, and looked about
ready to knock the heads off a few of them to put more
sense into the others. Prince Anduin noticed Selena
and nudged his father, who nodded, and walked
towards them, visibly glad of the break. Gisbourne
approached Smitty from behind, and whispered in his
ear.

"Kneel before the King. He will ask you five
questions. When he's asked them all, not before, the
reply is 'So I swear, by the Holy Light, and upon my
honour'. Rise when he tells you, bow, take three steps
backwards. Congratulations."

King Varian stood up straight, and in front of his feet, 
there was a pillow. Its purpose was clear. Smitty gave



Selena a long look, then walked forward, kneeled on
the pillow.

"I am Varian Wrynn, by the Light's Grace, King of
Stormwind, Ruler of Lordaeron. Do you, Joseph Smith,
swear, by the Holy Light, and upon your honour, to be
loyal to your King? Do you swear to speak only Truth?
Do you swear to always defend a Lady? Do you swear
to be brave, and never to avoid the path of danger out
of fear? Do you swear always to defend and be
charitable to the poor and the helpless? Pray answer,
Knight-apparent."

Smitty swallowed.

"S- So I do swear, by the Holy Light, and upon my
honour."

"Thus, I hear, and it will not be forgotten. By the
grace of the Holy Light that flows through us, nourishes
us, and guides us. By the power of the King of
Stormwind..." Varian's huge sword touched Smitty's left
shoulder, then his right. "I name you Sir Joseph, Knight
of Stormwind. Rise, Sir Joseph."

Smitty rose, bowed, took three steps backwards with 
his eyes on the ground. When he looked up, King 
Varian had already walked off to the group of 
functionaries. He shook. The servant, Gisbourne,



walked up to him, and pressed a piece of paper in his
hand.

"Your Knight's Proof, Sir Joseph," he said.
"Congratulations."

"Thank you," said Smitty, completely dazed.

"Come on," said Selena. "Let's tell the others."

They walked out of the door, down the stairs, to
where a huge statue of King Varian was staring over
their heads. Smitty turned round to Selena.

"You did this, didn't you?"

Selena grinned at Smitty. "Sure did. Went in there,
told the King what you did for Stormwind, and there you
go! Congratulations, Sir Joseph. You now have the
same rank as Sir Gerrig, and Sir Wilfrid, and Sir
Roland. Only fitting, don't you think?"

"Why?"

Only now did Selena see the look on Smitty's face,
notice the tone in his voice. A cold hand reached into
her chest and squeezed.

"For all the things you did. Protect me, keep the ship
safe, the pirates... everything!"

"Do you think I did that so I could get a pretty piece 
of paper, and to have people call me Sir? Lady Selena,



I fought my hardest, I did my best, for you. I know I can
never have you as my... my wife, and I can't even
answer to myself whether I want to. But I can keep you
alive, and unhurt, and give you every chance to be
happy, and that is why I fought. Why did you have to
have me knighted?"

"Because... Because you deserve it. Isn't this what
you wanted?"

"It is," said Smitty. "This is what I always wanted. The
prize, at the end of the road. It is what I hoped to get,
after a long hard career. After great deeds. After the
King had looked on me, and recognised me as an ally
to be counted on, a force to be reckoned with. A true
Knight of Stormwind. And you? You have just given me
the prize on a silver platter! You have saved me the
trouble of running the race, and bought me the silver
cup at the merchant! I swear to you, if you walk back
into that throne room, and ask the King my name, he
will not even remember! Do you think that is what I
wanted?"

Selena looked up at Joseph, Sir Joseph, only... not.
She closed her eyes, bowed her head.

"I'm... I'm sorry. I should have..." She swallowed. "I'm
so sorry."



"We are going home," said Smitty.

 

Hieronimo stood in front of the entrance to the
Deeprun Tram. Selena, still in her pretty dress, stood
next to her. Hieronimo looked up to her.

"Ye look like yer dinner just came up for another go.
What's up?"

"I blew it," said Selena.

"Ye gods, still sweet on that lieutenant of yours?"

"Doesn't matter how sweet I am on him. I sodding
had him knighted and he blew up in my face."

"Bloody ingrate. Meet me in Ironforge and we'll find
ye a nice Human. There's guys there that ain't never
seen a proper woman. None of them'll tell ye to get
stuffed, I can tell ye."

"Damn them all. I'm going to find a convent and crawl
under a rock till I'm fifty."

"Och be the thunderin' Titans, woman. There's plenty
of fish in the sea, lots of pebbles underground. Stuff
him. Find someone who isn't such a daftie."

Selena's jaw set. "I think I'm going to spend some
time not finding any men. At all. No women, either, just
in case you're worried."



"What you Humans or Night-elves do in yer own
homes, ain't none of my business. Well, got a train to
catch."

Selena bent down, and hugged Hieronimo.

"When I feel in need of a piss-up, I'll come visit you."

"Have one now. Hangovers do ye good." She looked
into Selena's eyes. "Well, it's been fun. Be seein' ye."

With a wave, Hieronimo ran into the tunnel. Selena
sighed, and turned round.

Smitty walked towards the stables. He had delivered
Lady Selena as required, he'd had a meal, he was fed
up. People had told him that his farm was now secure,
and habitable once more, though several buildings
would have to be torn down and rebuilt. Good. He was
looking forward to some nice simple hard work. There
was a hand on both his shoulders, and he looked round
to see Sir Roland, who ran the "Dude Ranch" to the
East, and Sir Wilfrid, who had been running the horse
farm and orchards.

"And where do you think you're going, Sir Joseph?"
Sir Roland pointed at the keep. "Council meeting.
Knights of Stormwind only."



"Indeed," said Sir Wilfrid. "We have many things to
discuss of a spiritual nature. I would not have you leave
unless I know your opinion on the latest batch of apple
scumble."

"Sirs," said Smitty. "I would like to return to my farm. I
haven't seen it since it was on fire."

"That's strange, Sir Roland," said Sir Wilfrid. "Did I
hear Sir Gerrig say anything like 'unless he doesn't
want to'? Am I going senile, perhaps?"

"By no means, Sir," said Sir Roland. "Get that young
Knight to join us, were his words. Nothing optional
about it."

Sir Roland and Sir Wilfrid more or less carried Smitty
into the keep, and up into the library. Gerrig was in front
of the small fireplace, adding a few logs. He put the
metal spark screen back in front, and turned round.
Four small glasses were on the table, as well as an
earthenware bottle.

"Will you do the honours, Sir Wilfrid?"

Sir Wilfrid took the bottle, pulled out the cork and
threw it into the fireplace. He filled the glasses and
pushed one to each of the knights. He raised his glass.

"To our new fellow Knight, and may he serve his
King in honour and valour."



Smitty drank politely, then looked at his glass in
surprise. He'd had apple scumble before, but this was
Sir Wilfrid's special reserve. Liquid golden fire.

Gerrig stood up. "Gentlemen, we have deaths to
mourn. Swordsman Stanley Gerald fell in battle. He
gave his life so that others might live, and we praise
him."

"We praise him," chorused the others.

"Berrin Rockwalker, regular guest and friend of this
family for years beyond memory. He gave his life so
that others might live, and we praise him."

"We praise him."

"By the Light that guides us! By the Light that
nourishes us! By the Light that flows through us! May
their spirits find peace and may they rejoice in their
rebirth! So be it!"

"So be it."

"Good," said Gerrig. "Now Sir Joseph, please tell us
the tale of how you obtained your colours."

"There isn't much to tell," said Smitty.

Wilfrid laughed. "Nonsense! The King does not
knight people for nothing. Besides, you swore to give a
full account of all your deeds."



"I don't remember that," said Smitty.

"It's on your paper," said Sir Roland. "Varian only
picks the ones he likes best. Let me guess. Be loyal to
the King. Speak only truth. He does those because of
Arthas. Always defend a lady. Queen Tiffin, part of
Light, and bless her memory. Be brave. Be charitable.
King Varian can be a nasty ornery sod sometimes, but
by the Light, he has his reasons."

Smitty sighed, and told them his adventures, with the
three other knights nodding and making appreciative
comments. He wanted to be somewhere else. He
wanted to be away from this castle, and on his own for
a while. He finished his tale at the knighting ceremony.
Sir Wilfrid refilled the glasses.

"Well done lad," said Wilfrid. "The poor little girl is
back in the loving arms of her family and Caer Bannog
has another knight."

Smitty looked down at the table.

"What's the matter?" said Sir Roland. "Most of us
here were happy to receive our knighthood."

"I haven't done enough to earn it," said Smitty. "The 
battle at Caer Bannog was much more difficult than that 
scuffle with the pirates. I am a knight because... Her 
Holiness happened by at the right time and she knew



the cook on Aviana's Wingbeat."

"Hah," said Sir Wilfrid. "Gentlemen, let's tell our
friend what we did to be knighted."

"I buried my father," said Gerrig.

Sir Roland shook his head. "Last company standing
in a Gods-awful battle. We arrived late and most of the
warriors there were dead on their feet already." He held
up his hand, two fingers missing. "This should never
have happened. Got caught between three Orcs who
almost fell on me."

"And I," said Sir Wilfrid, "Told all the people of my
house to run to the West where there were no Orcs,
after Sir Arthur fell. Ogre-mage Far'rokh had me in a
cage and was going to stick me in one of those
catapults of his and fling me over the wall. I was pissing
my pants till Sister Peterselie got me out of there."

"Be brave, and never avoid the path of danger out of
fear," said Smitty.

Wilfrid laughed. "Fear, no. Bloody common sense,
yes. Bravery isn't about not being scared. It's about
being scared out of your wits and still doing your duty."

Sir Roland slapped a hand on Smitty's shoulder.
"You're a good man, Sir Joseph. Glad to have you with
us. Life's about to get interesting."



"Please sit down, Sir." Cullan held the chair at the
High Table back for Quartermaster. Quartermaster
stared at the white table cloth, the plates and the rows
of spoons and forks and knives.

"Ye gods, Mr. Cullan. If the High-ups are going to
use all those knives and forks, they'll burst before the
end of the meal."

"The portions are much smaller, Sir. You do not have
fish knives here, so this is merely for illustration. This is
a plate setting for a standard seven-course meal." He
counted on his fingers. "First, the appetiser. Let us say
paté with a slice of toasted bread. Then, soup. A light
one. Third course, salad. Do you have a vegetable
garden?"

"Leona has a bunch of flower pots with herbs. Does
that count?"

"I'm afraid not, Sir. We'll have to improvise. The
fourth course is usually chopped ice with perhaps some
mint syrup, to cleanse the palate."

"Cleanse the palate?"

"If you would not, Sir, the flavours of the salad course
and the first meat course would be mixed up, confused.
We don't want that."



"Light forbid," said Quartermaster.

"Quite. The fifth course will be white meat, poultry,
pork. Anything that goes with white wine, or that
Darnassian Green I spotted in the wine cellar."

"Now you're talking. We can do big lumps of meat."

"On a bed of watercress, with a cranberry sauce."

"If you want."

Cullan pointed at the next set of cutlery in. "Sixth
course, red meat. Or fish. Dark red wines, with a full
body."

Quartermaster grinned. "Whatever you do, Mr.
Cullan, do not put it that way to our cook. She'll smack
you."

"I will keep that in mind, Sir. And that brings us,
finally, to the dessert. Fruit, perhaps, or stewed apples.
With a sweet white wine."

Quartermaster sat back in his chair, and looked up at
their new Gilnean butler.

"Mr. Cullan, this castle's kitchen will feed a company
of two hundred, within the hour. This..." He pointed at
the impeccable plate setting in front of him. "Goes
against everything we believe in."



"I have seen them at work, Sir. They are remarkably
efficient. Bringing in the porridge on large planks to be
slid across the table is a stroke of genius." He looked
away for a second. "Try to see this as a different kind of
sport, Sir. Cart horses and dressage, if you will."

"Mr. Cullan, I say this with no ill feeling against you,
but I hate this." He laughed quietly. "Sir Gerrig will go
for it like a shark."

Smitty took a deep breath. Amazingly, the smell of
fire still lingered. There were buildings, hastily put up,
made of wood. Temporary structures, uncomfortable,
and about as home-like as a barren rock on a mountain
top. That was going to change. He had the plans in his
bag, and there were going to be archery towers, a
stone wall, barracks. Granaries built out of stone. Sir
Gerrig was not taking half measures, and this place
would be a hard target, no matter if the attackers were
Horde or Scourge. People all round him had stopped
calling him "Smitty", or "Eltee", and instead were
addressing him as "Sir Joseph." It made him feel
melancholy. He no longer had friends here, he had
underlings. The soldiers who had been with him to
fetch Selena, had stayed at the castle.



Selena.

Lady Selena.

He had said goodbye to her, at the castle. They had
been polite to each other. Sir Joseph. Lady Selena.
She had changed. When she first came to this farm,
she had looked like a bronze statue of a hunter girl,
polished to a perfect shine. Now, small scratches had
appeared in the bronze, through use. It made her look
more real, somehow. Much more like the kind of girl he
really liked.

Smitty looked over his shoulder to the North, where
the castle lay. He shook his head. Ships had sailed.
Horses had bolted. It would seem that Lady Selena had
finally given up. Good. It was never going to work.
Ironically, he was now the perfectly polished bronze
statue. A Knight in name, but compared to the likes of
Sir Gerrig, Sir Roland, Sir Wilfrid, especially Old Sir
Bannog, part of Light, he was nothing. Still a simple
workman in Knight's colours. You may have the
clothes, but it takes more than expensive kit to be a
Knight.

He sneered. Better stick to what you know. He
walked into the main barracks to find the foreman, and
make his eyes light up with beautiful drawings.



In the forests near Thelsamar in the Dwarf lands of
Loch Modan, stood a small cabin. Hieronimo walked up
the path, by the vegetable garden, the fence with a
single cow. From within came the sound of singing.
She hesitated a moment, then banged her fist on the
door, and the singing stopped. The door opened and a
friendly, rosy-cheeked woman in a floral dress looked
at her.

"Good morning. Can I help you?"

"Aye. Are you miss Sally Flintgrinder?"

The woman smiled. "She's inside. I'm Lisa. Come on
in. You look like you can use some coffee. Quick,
before Sally gets to it."

Hieronimo sat down on a nice solid bench by a table.
She looked round. Paintings were on the wall, mostly
sun-splashed landscapes. The lake. Well, the lake had
changed. The Stonewrought Dam had burst, and the
lake was shallow now, much to the dismay of the local
Murlocs. Lisa gave her a steaming mug of coffee, then
called into the house.

"Sally! Visitor!"

A fearsome creature came in, dressed in a purple 
robe, barefoot. Her long dark hair hung in front of her



eyes.

"Mwgrmh," said Sally. "Grrrhcoffee," she added.

"Miss..." Lisa raised her eyebrows.

"Wildheart. Hieronimo."

"Hieronimo. Meet Sally. She's cursed, poor dear.
Every night at the stroke of Midnight, she turns into this
poor creature, but then, when she's had her coffee, and
the light of the Sun touches her, she turns into a
beautiful princess."

"Shutup," said Sally, and lurched towards the coffee
jug.

"Give it a moment, dear," said Lisa. "She's not a
morning person."

Hieronimo watched. Lisa's eyes followed Sally round
the room as she poured herself a mug of strong coffee,
found her slippers and stuck her feet into them, and
finally made her ponderous way to the table and sat
down. She started to empty the sugar bowl into her
mug.

"So. If not for our breakfast, why are you here?"

Hieronimo sighed, pulled out her notebook. She
turned it to the drawing she'd made of Berrin and put it
on the table.



"Do ye know this Dwarf?"

Sally looked. "Uncle Berrin! Oh, that's a lovely picture
of him."

"He's your uncle as well?"

Lisa laughed. "Berrin Rockwalker has uncled a lot of
people in these parts. He's everybody's uncle."

"I've bad news about him. He is dead. I was there
when he died, fighting with me on the sea."

Sally and Lisa looked at each other. Sally blinked,
staring at Hieronimo's face to see if this was some sick
joke. It wasn't. Lisa's head hung down, and she looked
at the picture. When she looked up, her eyes shone
with tears.

"He was a good Dwarf," said Lisa. "We didn't see him
often, but he'd always come and see us if he was in the
area."

Sally stared at the wall, a little smile on her face.
"Always brought me a big jar of boiled sweets. Got a bit
of a sweet tooth."

Lisa swallowed her tears. "You said it was on the
sea? What happened?"

"We were sailing for Stormwind, but the ship had to 
go to Darnassus instead. On our way there, we were



attacked. Without Uncle Berrin and his grizzly, we'd
have lost. I wouldn't be here but for him."

"Darnassus?" Lisa breathed in slowly. "You've been
in Darnassus? On Teldrassil?"

"Aye," said Hieronimo. "The Night-elves buried him
there."

"Night elves." Sally's voice was a whisper. "You've
seen the Night-elves?"

Lisa had turned over Hieronimo's notebook, and
looked at her drawings.

"Oh, those are beautiful. Look at that old man! He
must be at least a thousand years old!" Lisa sighed. "I
would love to go to Darnassus. What are they like?"

Hieronimo looked from Lisa to Sally, both their eyes
on her.

"They told me that wrong was right, and they tried to
feed me snails."

"Oh they wouldn't, would they?"

"They did. Oh, properly prepared and all. Special
forks to get into the houses. Not my cup of tea."
Hieronimo sighed. "Some of 'em are alright when ye
get to know 'em."

 



Sally and Lisa watched Hieronimo walk down the
path, wave, and sprint off.

"What a nice girl," said Lisa. "Come to bring us the
news all the way from Kharanos."

"Poor Uncle Berrin," said Sally. "Still. Buried in
Darnassus. Elves who know the proper Staves of
Burial. Who would have thought it?"

"Do you think we'll ever go there? See the
Night-elves?"

Sally wrapped her arms round Lisa from behind. and
rested her chin on Lisa's shoulder. Lisa pressed her
cheek into Sally's.

"Next year in Darnassus?"

Aviana's Wingbeat was sailing North again, heading 
for the gulf stream that would take them across the 
seas quicker. They were making for Theramore, to pick 
up a group of Human military strategists who were 
needed in Darnassus. The going was slow. Winds were 
bad. Morale was low. They had been ashore, and 
looked with horror at the place where Filyen's 
boyfriend, Ydarin, had had his house. It was right in the 
middle of the fireblast. There was no way he could



have escaped. They had to keep Filyen from digging
through the ashes. They'd held her between them, and
slowly made their way back to the longboat.
Auberdine's pier was gone. Half of Auberdine itself was
gone, and the buildings left standing were haunted with
ghosts. Elves moved between the building bearing
stretchers. If they were moving fast, the Elf might still
be alive. When slow, he or she was dead. They knew
the names of many of them, had bought food and drink
from them. Sang with them in the tavern. When they
returned to Aviana's Wingbeat, they found they had a
new passenger. A wisp, one of the spirits, made of
nothing but Light, flitting here and there like a sentient
dandelion seed. It had settled on the bow of the ship
when they set sail. Filyen, once the sail was up, sat
down next to it on the foredeck, staring out over the
sea, tears rolling down her cheeks.

Next to Filyen, the wisp suddenly stirred, dashed
back and forth. All the way to the end of the bowsprit,
back, out again. Filyen frowned, looked out over the
sea. She almost missed it. Something floating in the
water.

"Captain!"

"What's up?"



Filyen pointed. "Someone in the water."

Aviana's Wingbeat turned round, dropped her sail.
The slender figure of a woman clung on to a piece of
wood. She didn't respond to their calls. Captain Andral
grabbed a line, jumped overboard and swam towards
the woman. He looked at her face. Her blonde hair
stuck to her forehead. Her lips moved. Alive! He hauled
in the line, and they pulled the woman onto the deck.
Dorian Graycloud came down from the bridge, and
looked at the woman's slender form, and her ears.

"Pah. It's a Blood-elf. Horde is out of season. Throw
her back."

Freja, who was kneeling by her head, looked up at
Dorian.

"Shame on you, Mr. Graycloud. Once for not
recognising a High Elf when you see her, and twice for
even thinking of throwing anyone back in the sea."

Dorian Graycloud grunted, and walked back to the
helm. He pushed the beam, and the ship started to
move. Kuryon picked up the woman and carried her to
the galley. Freja started to boil water for tea. Tea was
never a bad thing.

"Well," said Filyen, "Let's get her out of those wet
clothes. I'll get her one of my shirts and trousers."



"She's pretty," said Kuryon.

"And just for that, get lost," said Freja. "Everyone
without breasts, get out of my galley!"

Together, Freja and Filyen took the woman's clothes
off, dried her off and put her in Filyen's clothes. For all
the response it got them, they might have been playing
with an Elf-size doll. She was breathing, though. Filyen
held up the woman's clothes, a rather nice ensemble in
green scales. She put it on the foredeck to dry.

"Filyen!" Freja called out from the galley. "She's
waking up."

"Good!"

Filyen went back into the kitchen to find Freja with
her arm round the High Elf's shoulders, gently pouring
tea into her mouth from a cup.

"Easy now. You're safe."

The Elf coughed, and Freja took the cup away.
"What's your name?"

"My... name?"

"Yes."

"I'm..." The woman stared in the distance. "I'm..." Her
breath became fast, shallow.



"Ssh. Easy girl. It'll come to you. You've had a nasty
knock. It'll be fine in a minute."

The Captain came walking into the galley.

"How is she?"

"Not quite there yet, but she'll live."

"Good. We have to get going to Theramore."

"Theramore?" the Elf woman looked at Captain
Andral. "I think I was in Theramore once."

"Perhaps they'll know her there," said Filyen. "If she
doesn't know herself."

Captain Andral bowed his head. "Welcome on board,
Miss."

Smitty, 'Sir Joseph' to anyone but his closest friends,
stared at the young, blonde woman standing in front of
him. All round them, there was the sound of
hammering, saws, people shouting. The wall was going
up fast. The towers were already finished. The place
started to look like a miniature castle. Smitty looked at
Selena.

"Hi" said Selena. "Didn't expect to see me here, did
you?"



"I didn't. The place hasn't gotten any safer since last
time you were here. Why are you here?"

"I wanted to see how you were doing here. Don't
worry, I won't stay long."

"You own this place, or at least your family does. You
can stay as long as you want."

"But you don't want me to. I'll be gone in a minute."

"There are Orcs out there. I can send some men
along if you want."

"Pf. Any Orcs try it on with me, Hugin will be
snacking on their liver before they know it's gone."

"That's good to know."

"How are you, Joseph?"

"Busy," said Smitty. "This place is not going to get
jumped like the last time. We've already caught a
Blackrock patrol. I don't think the Accord exists
anymore."

"Shame," said Selena. "For them."

She stepped forward, and put her hands on Smitty's
chest.

"I'm very sorry that I didn't ask you before going to
the King. You are right to be angry with me."



Smitty sighed. "I was angry. But I've been talking to
the others. People are knighted for the most stupid
reasons sometimes."

"Well, whatever the reason, you're one of us now. I'm
not sorry about that. Not even a little bit. No more
excuses, Sir Joseph."

Smitty said nothing, looking into her eyes.

"I've been doing it all wrong. A bad hunter chases. A
good hunter waits. I've been chasing after you, all this
time. But not anymore. I'm here if you want me. I'm not
looking for anyone else but you. Mind you, I may find
someone without looking, so don't get comfortable."

Selena moved her face closer to Sir Joseph's. Her
lips almost touched his. Almost.

"When you feel you've earned that title, my love,
come see me."

She moved away. She gave him a slow smile, leapt
on her horse, called to her bird, and rode out of the
gate.
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